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Preface 



Sharing a frontier of river water and silt more than a thousand 
miles long* Mexico and the United States are linked together 
willy-nilly by geography. "Geography does not argue* 5 ; as the 
late Dr. Nicholas Spykman said> "it simply is." The acceleration 
of modern mechanics, added to geography, has made the United 
States and Mexico more or less interdependent, A contented next- 
door neighbor, at peace with herself, in some degree of prosper 
ity and looking forward to a reasonably happy future, is urgently 
desirable for the well-being of the United States. So particularly 
in this period of world strife and revolutionary change, is it of 
interest to the northern neighbor how the southern neighbor 
fares, how she ministers to the needs of her people* what direction 
she takes. 

To deal sensibly and sympathetically with Mexico is a challenge 
to our understanding. To understand an alien nation it is essential 
to know its peoples' past, their struggles and their sacrifices, as 
well as their present desires. In order to comprehend Mexico it is 
as needful to know her history as it is to know what her leaders 
arc trying to do and the obstacles that confront them. With this 
purpose in mind I have undertaken to write this book, revaluing 
afresh the story of the people of Mexico, who have already been 
the theme of so many excellent books, Since history is largely the 
record of the lives of the men, good and bad, who made it, I 
have put the emphasis on the individuals who helped destiny 
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shape events. For as Hilaire Belloc says, "In notable achievements, 
one man generally stands at their origin." 

Montaigne believed that history should be read as a discipline 
to the judgment. He felt convinced that Plutarch, the great biog 
rapher of the ancients, would prefer that we should applaud his 
judgment rather than commend his knowledge. So recalling 
Montaigne, while writing this history, I have endeavored to dis 
cern the motives of men, to see how their minds and emotions 
worked, and thus to interpret the manifold "facts" as set forth 
in the various, and often conflicting, chronicles. la selecting scenes 
and events for depiction I have tried to choose those which throw 
some special illumination on the complex character of Mexico. I 
have sought to catch gleams of that "inner light of actuality and 
attention" which floods life as men actually lived it. It has not 
always been an easy task, however fascinating; for Mexico is 
replete with secret contradictions as well as spontaneous variety. 

Behind the alluring mask of Mexico there lies a grim reality* 
The basis for friendship depends on some knowledge of what 
lies behind the mask. Good will cannot be bought merely by 
lend-lease, artificial high prices for silver, or honeyed phrases in 
which the nortcamericanos are bungling amateurs compared to 
the Latin Americans, The human approaches to the heart of 
Mexico must needs be improved. 

Sympathetic understanding of alien fellow mortals is a rare 
gift. And by a consensus of opinion Mexico is one of the most 
illusive of nations to catch and catalogue. Even the Mexicans 
often give themselves up with a shrug and almost inevitably end 
with "QuUn sake?" As the Mexican poet sings, "QuUn sabe 
from the cradle, Qui&n sabe to the grave*" 

Not without symbolic suggestion docs the heart of Mexico 
beat in the shadow of volcanoes- For it is a land where strange 
violence in mankind and in nature seems to lie in ambush! where 
dire memories are rooted deep in racial consciousness. Yet despite 
the vehemence in the Mexican story, there is withal an amass- 
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ingly submissive patience in the people that often passes beyond 
resignation and becomes sheer serenity. To strangers,, even when 
the land lies under the most gracious spell of peace, Mexico some 
times seems faintly touched in the brain. The Mexicans like to 
say of themselves, "We exist close to music and madness." But 
the theme music of their tierm is the haunting dirge of the 
mourning dove. With all its flowery fiestas Mexico is not a joyous 
land. Its history is too deeply tinctured with blood. The tragic 
past is ingrained in the selfhood of its people, like the grace in 
herent in the movement of a puma. Mexicans are not oblivious 
of the crushing and ruinous rates they have had to pay for such 
benefits as have come with their "advancement" 

The inimitable Charles Flandrau once asked a Mexican lady, 
"Does it rain here in summer as much as it does in winter?" 
After a thoughtful silence, she replied, "There are no fixed rules, 
Senor." And after several years' sojourn, in which he learned that 
theory and practice only occasionally coincide, the unorthodox , 
Flandrau came to regard the lady's statement as a consummate 
epitome of the country. He found in this very unaccountabiiity, 
in this "hazard of the unexpected,'* the indisputable charm of 
Mexico* 

Mexico is a magnificent paradox. Its ironic story is strung with 
contradictions and incredible happenings. Prescott confessed that 
he found it difficult to treat such romantic subject matter accord 
ing to the severe rules prescribed by historical criticism. In its 
dramatic struggles Mexico has known horrendous climaxes and 
the most ludicrous anticlimaxes. It is a tale of triumphal en 
trances and sudden flights, of clod-like inertia and lightning-swift 
violence^ of vicious betrayals and heart-stirring loyalties, of mock 
ing glee and grief too stark for tears. Since the Conquest, and 
even before, Mexico has been like a house divided against itself, 
Humboldt called it the land of inequality. Certainly human life 
there has been too much the sport of accident and ignorance* 
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What might have been an idyll in this strangely evocative land 
turned out to be a blood-stained cavalcade. 

That pattern of paradox which is woven through the texture 
of Mexico's being and doing often makes truth seem as deceptive 
as marsh-lights. On the map one sees at once how the shape of 
Mexico resembles the horn of Amalthaea. But in this area of 
fabulous wealth dearth and privation are notorious. The abun 
dance is extremely spotty. Deserts and mountains make up more 
than two-thirds of the topography. The graceful horn of plenty 
is sadly lacking in two essential gifts of providence: rivers and 
generous rainfall. There is not rain enough in the blue Mexican 
sky to water a tenth of the thirsty earth. There are no important 
rivers, and none is commercially navigable all the year. 

It was Humboldt who revived the fallacy that Mexico is a land 
of un exhaustible riches. And many noted writers since 1800 have 
furthered the illusion that there is illimitable treasure to be had 
for the scratching or the digging. It is 1 a paradox that opulent 
Mexico is poor. Except in fertile pockets of soil or in precious- 
veined strata, Mexico wrests a living by the hardest. "Until we 
realize that Mexico is poor/' says the economist Ram6u Betcta, 
"and plan our economy accordingly 3 we are not going to make 
sound progress." Seventy per cent of the people earn their living 
by agriculture. Only seven to ten per cent of the land is arable 
under present technical conditions and only twenty per cent could 
be arable under any conditions. Both the Atlantic and Pacific 
coastal regions are so swampy and fi.il of tropical disease germs 
that effective drainage system on iarge scale seems prohibitive 
because of cost. 

Mexico is a crumpled land, like that piece of paper Cortes 
wadded in his fist and dropped on the table before the king of 
Spain, in answer to the question, "What is the country like?" 
Mexico is a land of ravines. Ravines are a wonderful feast for the 
eye., but an adversity for agriculture* Even in the purported 
halcyon days of the hacienda under Diaz, when the population 
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was scarcely half that of today, Mexico imported beans, wheat, 
and corn. 

It is true that the republic at present ranks first among the 
countries of the world in the export of silver and third in the 
export of copper. But the price of silver is an artificial one created 
by the New Deal administration to keep the American-owned 
mines going and to bolster the neighborly good will The best 
answer to Mexico's reputation of being the "treasure house of the 
world 1 ' is that American economists would regard the hypotheti 
cal "taking over" of the republic as a decided economic liability. 

In this fascinating, poor-rich land where the peasants are by 
nature as gentle as any people on the face of the earth, sometimes 
the peace has been broken by a single deed or word and the 
docile folk transformed to savage fanatics. Yet on the surface the 
peasants of Mexico seem to live more or less in a state of philo 
sophical timclcssness. (They are inclined to accept without argu 
ment what fate brings them. They have little confidence, because 
they know that while providence gives with one hand it takes 
with the other^With only the most meager necessities of life they 
somehow manage to present a feeling of stability and blessed 
quietude in the midst of the stirrings and fluctuations of con 
temporary civilization. Flowers still have emphasis in the daily 
life of the most humble, as the first conqwstadores discovered to 
their amazement. Music is not long absent even in squalor* lA^ 
kind of listless i^ysjici^b^ and takes the edge off the, daily* 
bargaining. An apt wit mocks the most vshocking misfortunes. 
The^vfexican peasants know magnificently how to endure the 
inevitable) They exist as if their ancestors had overheard Buddha 
saying: "Overcome the will, renounce preference and you will 
have entered Nirvana " And perhaps this is why many a tense 
and flustered foreigner discovers an ineffable peace in the Mexi 
can countryside, For despite all the disturbing elements that have 
plagued the nation, Mexico still has roots in its metaphysical past 
One senses eternal perspectives in the Mexican landscapes. Even 
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in those villages where civil strife swept with most venomous 
fury, the Indians kept their own private and silent sanctuaries. 

The Mexican struggle for independence from Spain which 
began in 1810 and the Revolution of the people which began 
in 1910 both stemmed indirectly from the American Declaration 
of 1776. Our War of Independence was more or less ended in 
four years, but Mexico's Revolution is still in progress. Mexicans 
have been injected with a desire for both political and economic 
freedorqjln their socialistic experiments for the general welfare 
we should wish them God-speed. And notwithstanding the dif 
ferences in resources, technological equipment, and racial char 
acteristics that are obvious between the two nations, we might 
well note the effect of the various reforms to see if this or that 
successful one might be applied with profit to some remediable 
defect in our own democracy. But the American reformer should 
be on his guard in evaluating the claims of progress. Though 
Mexico has produced some of the purest idealists that have ever 
devoted their lives to uplifting mankind, let him remember that 
Bertram Wolfe shrewdly defined Mexican socialism as "three 
parts genuine social reform, three parts bureaucratic corruption, 
and four parts demagogy/' 

It is quite true that the submerged man of Mexico has often 
been offered a faulty compass with which to find his way to 
greater happiness, and sometimes it has gained him nothing more 
than a restless and corroding discontent. The rhythms of Mexico 
cannot be and should not be accelerated too swiftly. As one 
cannot turn back the clock of progress without causing a noisy 
rupture, so it is not good to urge the natural speed of one country 
to match that of another. Many a visitor has remarked that, de 
spite the imperative demands of modern civilization, it is far 
more charming to watch Mexicans indulging in dolce -far niente 
than to watch Americans taut at an assembly line in an industrial 
plant. But one is conscious, too, that this evocative, habitual land, 
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so strangely imbued with positive assertions of the past, still has 
an eye fixed wonderingly on the future. 

If the United States, which professes to champion the rights 
of small nations, really wants to help Mexico, it must take the 
nation as it finds it with all its differences of temperament and 
tempo. Though since 1910 Mexico has been a battleground be 
tween ideas and individual rivalries, where each move in the 
march of time has left the land strewn with wreckage, the funda 
mental heart of Mexico seems little affected. The Indian con 
tinues to use household articles dating from thousands of years. 
He is bofn and dies on the same fetate, woven of straw and reeds, 
as his ancestors did; the corn for his tortillas is ground in the 
same kind of metate and the food prepared and cooked in the 
same immemorial way. The form of the peasant dwelling remains 
unchanged. And the man himself is aware that life is something 
beyond all causes, effects, or truths. 

North is North and South is South, when North means the 
Anglo-Saxon United States and South means Spanish-Indian 
Mexico. Though the twain are not ocean-cleft, but conjunctive, 
one has only to cross that arbitrary line called the Border to sense 
divergencies in the realm of spirit. Though men of two different 
kinds are ever separated, each in his own spiritual island, still one 
can strive to establish a mutual confidence, and confidence often 
leads to admiration. To have a steadfast neighbor is worth all the 
long patience and ceaseless vigilance necessary to bring about the 
consummation. 

HUDSON STRODE 

Cherokee Road 
Tuscdoosa, Alabama 
May 75, 1944 
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Prelude: Before Cortes 

"That which was yesterday is not today] and 
let not that which is today trust to live to 



morrow" 



NEZAHUALCOYOTL 



One December evening in 1941 after an afternoon at his place 
in Coyoacan, Diego Rivera brought me back to my hotel in 
Mexico in his station wagon. We had begun to discuss the 
Mongol origin of his Indian progenitors just before we arrived. 
Standing there on the street below the curb in the space of illumi 
nation from the doorway of the hotel, with a flapping tweed 
top-coat held about his expansive middle girth and a vast broad- 
brimmed hat on his head, the artist seemed as huge and as Mexi 
can as his own canvases. Then slowly he narrowed his great 
bulging eyes and drew in his thick lips and became Mongolian 
before my eyes. "We Mexicans are Chinese/' he said persuasively, 
in a voice hardly more than a whisper. "Of course we are 
Chinese," he repeated softly with the quintessence of assurance. 
And any passer-by at the moment might have said quite natu 
rally, "Look at that big Chinaman in a Mexican hat." The migra 
tion from Asia by way of Alaska had always seemed to me the 
right answer to the Western Indian's origin. Now Rivera's inner 
conviction of his Mongoloid kinship which could so transform 
his aspect and his aura added peculiar evidence to my belief. 

There has been much contention among the anthropologists 
and historians as to whence came the "natives" of Mexico. Direct 
links with the ancient Egyptians have been claimed by some. 
Evidence has been advanced to prove migrations from the other 
side of the Atlantic over some submerged continent like the lost 
Atlantis. Some believe the Mexican Indians came from Cambodia 

3 
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along the chained islands of the equatorial Pacific. But the weight 
of what might go in the category of proof says they came along 
the Aleutian Islands and over the Bering Strait to Alaska and 
thence south. 

By whatever route they came it is easy to believe that the In 
dians of Mexico are cousins to the Mongols. Though the color 
of one is yellowish and the other a coppery brown, there is af 
finity both in physiognomy and temperament. The biological 
structure of bone and skull of the Mexican Indian is more related 
to that of the Mongol than to any other race. And the Mexicans 
indubitably seem akin to the Chinese in spirit. Like the Chinese, 
they have "no modern servile and shallow worship of mecha 
nistic and materialistic facts, accurately observed and well tabu 
lated, seemingly sufficient unto themselves." They have little sense 
of the accuracy of facts and figures. They too know the value 
of things, no matter how high or how low the purchase price 
may be. Sooner or later with both peoples mysticism supersedes 
any kind of knowledge. And like the Chinese they are at once 
inscrutable and as simple as earth. They have the Chinese quality 
of extraordinary endurance and absorption. Although the civi 
lization and the official language of Mexico have been Spanish 
for four centuries, the nation today remains Indian in blood and 
soul, as Jose Vasconcelos has said. 

Yet however one may theorize, despite all the inspired and 
persistent delvings and compilations of the anthropologists and 
archeologists, the origin of the Mexicans remains a mystery. A 
plentitude of enigmas is left unsolved. The work of experts is 
entangled with contrary conjectures. Although several priceless 
Bodices of the Aztecs are extant, most of the ancient "manu 
scripts" are irretrievably lost. The records in picture writing found 
at the great library of Texcoco were burned in the public square 
by the first Christian bishop, the over-zealous Father Zumarraga. 
Only twenty-three manuscripts in Aztec escaped the flames. And 
in Yucatan the same sort of disaster befell all but a few of the 
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Mayan works by order of Father Landa. Though Aztec is still 
spoken "in villages to the very edges of Mexico City, modern man 
has not yet learned to decipherThe fragments in ancient Mayan. 

The Indian writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
Ixtilxochitl, Duran, and Tezozomoc, are often as little in agree 
ment as the Spaniards^wKo'played a part in the conquest, Cortes, 
Bernal Diaz, and de Tapia; or as those who sifted the records 
shortly afterwards, Sahagun, Motolinia, and, somewhat later, 
Davila, Mendieta, and Torquemada. Notwithstanding the work 
of such scholarly and devoted contemporary archeologists as 
Vaillant, Spinden, Hewett, Morley, and Blom, with whole li 
braries of books and monographs by other scientists in ten dif 
ferent languages, the record before the fourteenth century is 
highly conjectural: 

No certain date in Aztec history goes back farther than 1325. 
The city of Mexico, on whose pavements Diego Rivera and I 
were standing when he turned into a Chinaman, had been 
founded in that year. The founders spoke the Nahuatl or Aztec 
tongue and they came originally from the northwest in the direc 
tion of California and Arizona. They had come into what is now 
Mexico sometime in the twelfth century and wandered about, 
fighting both losing and winning battles, until they finally ar 
rived at the southwestern edges of Lake Texcoco. According to 
legend, here they beheld an eagle perched on a branch of prickly 
pear projecting from a rock. Secure in its talons the bird held a 
struggling serpent. The oracle with them took this to be an 
auspicious sign for making a permanent settlement. They called 
the place Tenochtitlan "cactus [prickly pear] on a stone." 

The Aztecs had been preceded into the Valley of Anahuac by 
several other tribes that had risen and fallen. By far the most im 
portant of these were the Toltecs, and they are the first mentioned 
in the annals. In the sixth or seventh century these more advanced 
people had come from the north into this fertile highland valley. 
They were the great builders who erected the massive Pyramid 
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of the Sun at Teotihuacan and the temple to Quetzalcoatl at 
Cholula, which is over a thousand feet square at its base and more 
extensive than any pyramid in Egypt. To die Toltecs is attributed 
the Golden Age in pre-historic Mexico. 

As the ancient people of Mexico had changed from a nomadic 
to a sedentary folk they had domesticated the abundant wild 
fodder grass, which became known as maize or Indian corn. On 
this corn they formed their culture. When the Toltecs settled 
down, they molded clay into pottery, took up weaving and metal 
work. With the years their endeavors revealed some artistic shape. 
They made sound laws and created just administration and en 
joyed long periods of peace and plenty. Religion was a dominant 
feature of their culture. 

It was the Toltecs who took the legendary Quetzalcoatl for 
their special patron and transformed him into a god. Like the 
Christ child, this Quetzalcoatl was purported to have been born 
of a virgin, though some claimed that he rose miraculously full 
grown out of a volcano flame, as Aphrodite did from sea foam. 
When he appeared as a human being among the ancient Toltecs 
his skin was not Indian-dark but fair, and he wore a beard, which 
was extraordinary among men whom nature had made beardless. 
His name meant "feathered serpent," derived from the brilliant 
quetzal bird and coatl, serpent. All good seemed to emanate from 
his intelligence and magnanimity. This god-like being banned 
human sacrifices and substituted reptiles and butterflies on the 
ceremonial altars. He invented a calendar and taught the people 
the art of picture writing. It was he who instructed them in weav 
ing cotton, in firing pottery from clay, in shaping stone and 
fusing metal. He showed them how to improve the yield and 
quality of cultivated commodities. Corn grew so large that a man 
could hardly make his hands touch in an embrace about a single 
ear. One yellow squash would fill a small boat. Cotton grew in 
the fields already dyed in the luminous pastel shades of the 
rainbow. 
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Quetzalcoatl, the physically handsome and tall, stirred his 
people like the wizened Mahatma Gandhi of contemporary India. 
He, too, frowned upon acquisition by attack and violence and 
tried to create a kingdom of happiness out of simple things. As 
the human Gandhi represents the innermost desires of a vast 
body of India, so the superhuman Quetzalcoatl embodied the 
secret longings of the Toltec masses for peace, brotherly love, 
and abundance. 

Then, according to the legend, some jealous god in the high 
heaven, looking down upon this paradise on earth, determined 
to ruin this demigod who had produced out of earthly materials 
such an ideal state of consciousness. They beguiled their victim 
to drink the intoxicating draught called pulque fermented from 
the juice of the ubiquitous maguey plant. They told him it would 
preserve his pristine youth and health. The draught made him 
drunk. He in turn made his sister drink to intoxication and took 
her to bed with him. The next morning his self-shame was so 
great that he felt unworthy to remain as the ruler. He burned 
his palace built of silver and sea shells, and, preceded by singing 
birds and flute players, he departed in voluntary banishment. In 
his odyssey he took up his abode in Cholula and remained as the 
ruler for twenty years. Then he journeyed on to visit the Mayas 
in Yucatan, where he directed the building of their templed cities. 
The Mayas knew him as Kukulcan "feathered serpent" in their 
tongue and he became the most revered of their gods and heroes. 

At the end of his Ulysses-like wanderings, Quetzalcoatl made 
himself a boat of snake-skins and sailed off towards the rising 
sun. The legend ran that the white god promised to return to 
his people, when extraordinary need for him arose in the future. 
His cult spread to the far corners of Mexico, and he was wor 
shiped as the god of life and as the morning star. Though the 
origin of the Quetzalcoatl myth is generally attributed to the 
Toltecs, the wor^iip of the deific serpent who could fly was 
prevalent among the Indian people thousands of miles apart. In 
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the symbol of earth, the serpent, and in the symbol of sky, the 
wings, was combined and unified the life force. The individual 
achievements in science claimed for Quetzalcoatl were symboli 
cal; for the invention of a calendar and the discoveries of various 
principles of agriculture were the fruits of many men's work over 
a stretch of years. 

After Quetzalcoatl's disappearance, the Toltecs continued to 
flourish for three or four centuries. Then they are supposed to 
have fought some unsuccessful defensive wars and to have been 
decimated by famine and plague. In his Historia Chichimeca, 
Ixtilxochid, the Indian writer descended from the ruling house 
of Texcoco, attributes the downfall of the Toltecs to "rebellions, 
crop failures, and religious contentions." Before the end of the 
twelfth century the Toltecs' day was done. As a people they were 
dispersed. But they left behind them embers of a culture the 
Aztecs were later to stir up and use to their own glory. 

After an interim of about a century tribes known as the 
Chichimecas moved into the Valley of Anahuac. They were a 
crude, prolific people from the north who circulated about the 
region for about a century, apparently preferring nomadic to 
sedentary existence. At last came seven tribes who spoke the 
Nahuatl tongue. They often fought among themselves, until 
those who had settled at Texcoco became recognized as supreme, 
losing their prime importance only for a brief period early in 
the fifteenth century, then regaining it and retaining their high 
position until 1472. 

The last of the seven tribes to arrive were those sometimes 
called today the Mexico City Aztecs. They were the lowest in 
estate and the weakest; but as the puniest petunia seedlings grow 
info the strongest plants when mature, so did these Aztecs. In 
the famous year of jrps they set up their "frail tenements" of 
reeds and mud in piles ori marshy islands in Lake Texcoco, where 
they got a haphazard living by fishing. A century passed during 
which the Aztecs were considered of smallest consequence. But 
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houses and progeny multiplied. And by 1440 the Aztecs had 
formed a mutual assistance league with the neighboring cities 
of Texcoco and Tlacopan. This alliance gradually brought them 
stretches of conquered territory and made them masters of other 
peoples. The taste of organized battle developed a martial ap 
petite. War had two special objectives: a ceremonial one, to bring 
back victims for the sacrifices; and a practical one, to gather 
tribute. By one of those unaccountable turns of fortune, the Aztecs 
were blessed with a series of chiefs who were as shrewd and able 
in civic organization as they were in military tactics. The rulers 
who brought their people with such extraordinary celerity to 
glory and masterdom were in succession: Itzcoatl, Montezuifia I, 
Axayacatl, Tizoc, Ahuitzotl, and the most famous of them all, 
the unfortunate Montezuma II. 

The great dynasty of the Mexico City Aztecs belongs to one 
family. The founder was Acamapichtli, reputedly a Toltec whom 
the tribesmen chose for their chief in 1375. (For the first fifty 
years after their settlement in the Anahuac Valley, they were 
governed by a council.) The Aztecs wisely adopted a process for 
the succession of their leaders which was something like an elec 
tive monarchy, a policy which the ancient Scandinavians pursued. 
The chieftainship did not necessarily go in the line of primo 
geniture; but from among the members of the leading family the 
succeeding ruler was selected, sometimes a brother, sometimes a 
nephew of the chief. Acamapichtli was followed in turn by three 
of his sons. The last and by far the most important was Itzcoatl, 
his son by a slave mother. Itzcoatl became the head of the tribe 
in 1427, and though there is confusion in the annals before this 
date, the records are comparatively clear afterwards. 

Itzcoatl built new temples, extended the town, and constructed 
causeways to the mainland. He ruled for thirteen crowded years 
and won many battles. Then in 1440 came Montezuma I. He 
was even more remarkable as a fighter, and he conquered towns 
in far-off territory in what are now the states of Vera Cruz and 
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Guerrero. He built the great aqueduct to bring sweet water from 
the springs of Chapultepec down to Tenochtidan. 

In 1469, after a long reign of twenty-nine years, Montezuma I 
was succeeded by his grandson Axayacatl, who went conquesting 
as far south as the Tehuantepec Isthmus. The famous Calendar 
Stone, twelve feet in diameter and weighing forty thousand 
pounds, was quarried and carved under Axayacatl Three years 
after he acceded to the chieftainship his foremost Indian con 
temporary and the greatest of all Indians, Nezahualcoyotl, ruler 
of Texcoco, died. From 1472 the supremacy of the Aztecs of 
Tenochtitlan was indisputable. 

Alayacatfs rule of a decade ended in 1479 and he was suc 
ceeded by his brother Tizoc. This chieftain's brief reign is most 
significant for the reconstruction of the Temple of Huitzilo- 
pochtli, which was completed under his brother Ahuitzotl. For 
the first two years of his administration the latter's prime func 
tion seems to have been in collecting prisoners of war for the 
gala dedication of the temple, which took place in 11487. At the 
ceremony, in the most awesome and horrible religious spectacle 
ever recorded in history, the palpitating hearts of twenty thousand 
victims were ripped out on the sacrificial stones. Of all the Aztec 
chiefs, this Ahuitzotl was perhaps the fiercest fighter. Though 
he had an insatiable appetite for warfare, he was also a great 
builder. The city spread enormously in his reign, which lasted 
until 1503 exactly a century before the death of Elizabeth of 
England. 

Montezuma II, son of Axayacatl, succeeded his fierce and ener 
getic uncle. He had been "king" for sixteen years when Hernan 
Cortes first set foot on Mexican soil. Strictly speaking, the Indians 
had no kings. The Aztecs used the term tlatoani to signify chief 
lord or overlord. (The word cacique is a West Indian word for 
chief, brought into Mexico from Hispaniola by way of Cuba.) 
But because the early Spaniards spoke of Montezuma as "em 
peror," he is generally so entitled in history. He was really a 
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great chief rather than a king, though his person came to be con 
sidered sacrosanct and his government was virtually an absolute 
monarchy. He was the overlord of an extensive hegemony, not 
an empire. ,;^ 

Like the Romans the Aztecs went conquesting not only for 
sacrificial victims but to despoil other tribes of their most valuable 
possessions to advance their own standards of living. As with the 
Romans, military prowess became the principal objective in Aztec 
civilization, rather than the flowering of architecture and art as 
pursued by the more Grecian Mayas. Though the Aztecs were 
the militant business men of the time, they were able to absorb 
culture as well as possessions and domains. And just as the imita 
tive Japanese formed their culture from that of the imaginative 
Chinese, 50 the Aztecs assumed the remnants of Toltec civiliza 
tion and took on attributes of superiority they found among any 
conquered peoples. The Aztec energy and strength attracted many 
to their vassalage without even trial. 

During the earlier years of the triple alliance, the Texcocans 
across the lake were considerably more important than the Aztecs 
of Tenochtitlan. Their influence reached its zenith in the fifteenth 
century under that great ruler Nezahualcoyotl, who is more hon 
ored in the chronicles than any Indian except Cuauhtemoc. Born 
in Texcoco about the year the poet Chaucer was dying in London 
(1400), he lived until 1472. His actual rule lasted some four 
decades, the early part of it as full of vicissitudes and turns o 
fortune as was Alfred's of England. Making use of the best that 
lingered on from the Toltec culture, this king created temples 
and great houses of stone, and gardens and steam baths, and he 
assiduously cultivated learning. In his own domain he was as 
famous as Solomon for his wisdom and for his sixty sons and 
fifty daughters by wives and concubines. He was such a wise law 
maker that his code was adopted by neighboring principalities. 
(Eighty of his laws exist in manuscript.) He made death the 
penalty for stealing produce in the open fields; but to avoid too 
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severe an infliction of the law, he commanded that fields should 
be sown at the sides of the highways with foodstuffs for the dis 
tressed. To prevent bribery he^ ordered that the judges should be 
maintained and clothed according to their rank at government 
expense. He abolished human sacrifices; but later, "out of respect 
for the ancient religious system" and because of the clamoring of 
the populace, he was obliged to permit their re-establishment. 

Besides being an able administrator and a statesman, like the 
Hebrew sage he was a poet of distinction. Through his verses run 
the recurrent theme of mutability, the impermanence of all 
worldly things. There is something of the fatalistic note of the 
Anglo-Saxon lyrists in his poetry. Dying just twenty years before 
Columbus discovered the New World and half a century before 
Cortes destroyed Tenochtitlan, Nezahualcoyotl seemed to sense 
the breaking of the power of the Indian alliance and the dissolu 
tion of his subjects. 

In many lyrics like the following he reminded his people to 
be philosophical. 

And all the desires of this world, 

The riches and the dictates are but a loan, 

They are the stuff of make-believe, 

Shaded with rose-color. 

This is so true 

That you must answer me a question: 

What has happened to Cihuapan ? 

To Quantzintecomtzin the brave? 

To Conahuatzin? 

What has become of these persons, 

Their voices? 

Where have they all gone? 

Please the gods, maybe now 

Those who are tied by the thread of love 

Which treasures friendship 

Will see the hard edge of death, 

Because there is nothing certain 

And everything changes with the future. 
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After observing the departure of many warriors and chiefs, he 
wrote again and again on the transitory nature of personal entity. 

The things of yesterday are no more today; 

And the things of today shall cease. 

Perhaps on the morrow. 

The cemetery is full of the dust of bodies 

Once quickened by living souls, 

Who occupied high places, presided over assemblies, 

Marshaled armies, subdued provinces. 

Arrogated to themselves worship, 

Were puffed up with vain-glorious pomp and power . . . 

But these glories have passed away, 

Like the fearful smoke 

That issues from the throat of Popocatepetl, 

With no other memorial to their existence 

Than the record on the stag skins of the chronicler. 

Just before his death Nezahualcoyotl named his youngest son 
Nezahualpilli his successor, because of his virtues and talents. 
This son proved a good administrator, although the glory of 
Texcoco began to dim after the death of his great father. After 
a reign of forty-four years he died just before the arrival of Cortes 
and thus escaped the tragedy. 

By the decade of Columbus' discovery the thrusting Aztecs 
had extended their domination to the Atlantic and the Pacific 
and as far south as the Tehuantepec Isthmus. From the subdued 
peoples of the hegemony they exacted a heavy tribute of food 
stuffs, fruits, cereals, gold, silver, jadite, turquoise, pearls, and 
jewel-colored bird feathers. And with enforced labor, they built 
themselves palaces with fountained courts. They built a vast 
market place with colonnades and pavements of stone. They con 
structed greater aqueducts and causeways as their population in 
creased. They continued to set up new temples to their various 
heathen gods. Religious ceremonial played an even larger part 
in the life of the ancient Mexicans than with their Catholic con- 
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querors. Pagan temples called teocallis "houses of the gods" 
dotted the landscape as prodigally as do the Christian churches 
today. They were built of earth and stone in the form of trun 
cated pyramids and on the flat areas of the tops were the altars 
and the sacrificial stones. 

The Aztecs, like all the ancient inhabitants of Mexico the 
Toltecs, Totonacs, Tarascans, Mayas, and the Zapotecs were 
polytheistic. They deified natural elements: the sun, the moon, 
the wind, the rain. Their pyramids for worship were "pedestals 
on which to get into closer communication with the gods." Man 
kind and the numerous deities were interdependent. Without the 
godly beneficence mankind could not survive. But, on the other 
hand, the gods had to be fed by man, and their spiritual puissance 
was dependent on a diet of blood from human hearts. This mon 
strous belief led to their shocking living sacrifices. The sacrificial 
stone at the top of their pyramids was the focal point of their 
complex culture. 

According to Sahagun, within the civic center of Tenochtitlan 
(where the Zocalo now is, but far more extensive in area), the 
temple enclosure possessed twenty-five temple pyramids, five 
oratories, fasting houses, sacrificial and penitential stones, seven 
skull racks, two ball courts, a well, three bathing places, a danc 
ing court, nine houses for priests, a prison for the captive gods 
of conquered nations, and vast open spaces for the worshiping 
multitudes. On the summit of the great pyramid were temples to 
Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. Huitzilopochtli or Mextli, the god of 
war, was the chief deity of the Aztecs and dreadfully feared. The 
most popular god was Tlaloc, god of rain, who had authority also 
over clouds, mountain springs, and hail. Without his pleasure no 
agricultural crops could grow. 

On the whole, the Aztec gods were a harsh and hideous lot, 
ever demanding their glut of blood, and reflecting the aggressive 
spirit of the people. Yet there were some sympathetic deities too, 
like the goddess of the cradle. Sometimes the Aztecs conceived 
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poetic origins for their gods. One had descended from heaven by 
a ladder fashioned of spider webs. Another had been immacu 
lately conceived when a woman picked up a little ball of feathers 
and tucked it in her bosom. The females of the hierarchy were 
not so deadly as the males. The wife of the ferocious Huitzilo- 
pochtli was believed to lead the souls of warriors who died on 
the battlefield directly to the House of the Sun, where she trans 
formed them into hummingbirds. 

From the beginning, the Aztec culture was a paradox in which 
complex social adjustments were interwoven with the barbaric 
practice of human sacrifices and the ritualistic feasting on human 
flesh. According to the present-day Mexican historian Jose 
Valades it was entering its decadence when Montezuma II 
ascended the throne at the beginning of the century. Within the 
briefest span, as history goes, the Aztec nation had reached the 
highest peak of culture in the hemisphere. Its incredibly sudden 
toppling was even more remarkable than its meteoric rise. 
' By one of those extraordinary historical coincidences, Hernan 
Cortes and his band of adventurers arrived in Mexico shortly 
after ominous portents had mystified the Aztec soothsayers and 
at the very time the .seers had prophesied the return of Quetzal- 
coatl. Many Indians, sick of blood baths and dissensions, seized 
upon the report of palefaced men arriving from the east as if it 
were the god Quetzalcoatl returned to redeem his people. But 
the redeemer the natives welcomed turned out to be their de 
stroyer. This first great irony in the Indians' traffic with white 
men was destined to have stalking behind it a whole battalion 
of other ironies. 



PART ONE 
THE CONQUEST 
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"I stood looking at it and thought never in the 
world would there be discovered other lands 
such as these!' 

BERNAL DfAZ 

Though he was born with a lucky caul, like both the conquer 
ing Alexander and Caesar, and destined by his horoscope to 
vault to fame. Fate played capriciously with the youthful Hernan 
Cortes and almost cheated him out of his great adventure. Just 
before his scheduled departure for the New World with Colum- 
bus's successor, Don Nicolas de Ovando, the seventeen-year-old 
Hernan went to pay a nocturnal visit to a sweetheart. As he 
ascended a high wall to her upper window, by a ladder of 
plaited silk, the wall gave way, and Cortes plunged down two 
stories amid crumbling stone and mortar. If the young lover 
had broken his neck instead of some ribs, the chronicles of 
Mexico would have- recorded a different tale, and the seed of 
Montezuma would have died out at a later date and under other 
circumstances. 

As it was, Hernan Cortes was too badly injured by the fall to 
make the planned journey, but two years later he again essayed 
the western voyage with Alonso Quintero. This time Fate smiled 
on the ardent youth and sent him a sign he took to be from 
heaven. When his vessel was tossed by a violent tempest and 
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given up for lost by the mariners, out of the sky fluttered a white 
dove, which perched like a symbol of hope on the mast. Then, 
preceding the ship, as if harbinger and guide, it winged its way 
to the island of Hispaniola. Cortes, ever as quick at snatching 
at signs as occasions, chose to look upon the dove as a favor 
from the Holy Ghost. So throughout his fabulous career he pre 
sumed to link himself with the silent partnership of Deity and 
r to make use of the overt aid of the Most Holy Catholic Church. 

This young man, who was to personify magnificently the 
age in which he lived, was born in the province of Estremadura, 
in 1485. His native town of Medellin lay thirty-odd miles to the 
north of Trujillo, the birthplace of Pizarro, conqueror of Peru, 
and sixty miles from the birthplace of Balboa, discoverer of the 
Pacific. It might seem as if some strange tonic wind had blown 
across the brown-sedge moors of Estremadura to fire with ambi 
tion this famous trinity of contemporary sons of Spain. As infant 
and child Hernan Cortes was frail, so his wet nurse selected for 
his patron the strongest of the saints, Peter. This proved a good 
choice, for by adolescence Cortes had developed into a supple 
youth, well formed, deep-chested. Though quick to learn what 
he thought significant, he was negligent in study and spent his 
chief hours out-of-doors improving his physique. When he had 
gleaned the best of what St. Peter could give him, he took the 
Virgin Mary as his special protector and adviser. Again and 
again in life it proved to be women who saved him in perilous 
situations. He stirred in them a passionate loyalty that tran 
scended the masterful admiration he inspired in men. 

In Hispaniola his letters of recommendation to his kinsman, 
the governor, provided him with a plantation and an allot 
ment of Indian slaves, but the nineteen-year-old's contempt for 
this bounty is preserved to posterity in his first recorded words 
spoken in the brave new world. "I came," he said, "to gain gold 
with sword and shield, not to follow a plow like a peasant." 
Yet, biding his time, he did pursue agriculture for a space of 



Beyond Audacity 19 

years. He even made a success of growing sugar-cane and lie 
introduced and bred Andalusian cattle. Later lie went to Cuba 
with Diego Velasquez and got some much-desired practice in 
warfare by fighting the Indians. And because of his courage and 
his facile ability to make himself ingratiating, Cortes was made 
private secretary to Velasquez when the latter finally set up his 
office as governor of Cuba. 

It was difficult, however, for the vital, sharp-witted Cortes to 
keep his talents long in subservience to his mentally inferior 
superiors. An open break came when he refused to take in mar 
riage a distant relative of the governor's the youngest of three 
sisters whom Velasquez had brought over from Spain as wards, 
and whom rumor said he had despoiled along with the other 
two. Dismissed in disfavor, Cortes soon became the nucleus of 
many malcontents. Fearing his persuasive opposition, the gov 
ernor threw him into prison. Only the pleas of the frail girl 
whom he had scorned as wife saved the neck of Cortes from 
being broken by a rope. Thrice he wriggled out of manacles 
and escaped prison bars and thrice his audacity led to his recap 
ture. After his third escape he lived for months in the sanctuary 
of a church. During his long self-incarceration, friends brought 
him continual gossip as well as food. And then one momentous 
day an old man came with marvelous tales of a land called 
Mexico. A piratical expedition under the command of Grijalva, 
the governor's nephew, had returned, bringing a small quantity 
of gold. The governor was seeking for a worthy commander to 
head an expedition to conquer the whole unexplored country. 

Fired with excitement, Cortes cried, "I must go to Mexico!" 
and straightway rushed out of sanctuary to confront the gov 
ernor who had sworn to hang him. On the hope of getting to 
Mexico, Cortes promised to marry the governor's kinswoman, 
defiled or virgin. Velasquez, inwardly applauding the three dar 
ing escapes from prison and the consummate impudence of a 
condemned man rushing unannounced into his apartment, fell, 
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laughing and crying in reconciliation, about the neck of Cortes. 
And that sultry afternoon Cortes took his siesta on the same 
couch as his recent mortal enemy. Shortly it was officially an 
nounced that Hernan Cortes had been appointed captain-general 
of an expedition to Mexico. 

On the tenth of February, 1519, with a fleet of eleven small 
ships, Cortes sailed from Cuba on his great adventure. The 
muster roll listed one hundred and ten mariners and five hun 
dred and fifty-three soldiers, of whom thirty-two were cross- 
bowmen and thirteen arquebusiers. Besides the white men there 
were some two hundred Indians and a few Indian women 
menials. The navigation was under the direction of a skilled 
pilot who had sailed with Columbus on his last expedition and 
who had been to Yucatan with Grijalva. It seemed in the first 
months that the mission was directed by divine providence, for 
even events that promised unhappily turned out to be of special 
beneficence. 

A tropical storm swept the fleet south of its intended course, 
and Cortes landed on the Isle of Cozumel. While ships were 
being repaired, a Spaniard who had been captured by the Indians 
eight years before appeared and dropped to the ground with 
joy on beholding fellow Christians. Cortes raised him and em 
braced him with affection, scarcely considering what a treasure 
he had found. For this man, Jeronimo de Aguilar, was to prove 
worth many times his weight in gold as an interpreter. Cortes 
bought him from his cacique employer for a handful of trinkets 
and kept him close by his side, plying him with questions as 
they sailed along the coast of the mainland. 

On Palm Sunday, some days later, there was a noisy battle 
with hostile natives of what is now Tabasco. The Indians fought 
fiercely, despite their terror of the cavalry. They had never be 
fore seen horses and they thought man and beast were demi- 
natured in one monster. And it appeared to them that these 
strangers were directly allied with the gods, because they held 
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the instruments of thunder and death-dealing lightnings in their 
own hands. Bare-skinned men with clubs and sticks affixed with 
stone blades could not do much against soldiers in armor. When 
the battle was done, eight hundred Indians lay dead on their 
own soil. With his sword Cortes cut three notches in a tree 
trunk and formally took possession of the land in the name 
of the Spanish king. 

After their crushing defeat, the Indians became so submissive 
that they accepted immediate Christian conversion, whatever 
they may have understood it to mean. As a further conciliatory 
gesture, they brought offerings of cotton, foodstuffs, some rude 
golden ornaments, and twenty Indian slave girls. In this grab- 
bag assortment was a grand prize the key that was to unlock 
the treasure house of Mexico. She was a damsel called Malinche. 
She knew the Aztec tongue as well as the Mayan, for she had 
been born along the southeastern border of the so-called empire 
of Mexico. Her father, who died when she was a small child, 
had been a rich and powerful chief. Her widowed mother re 
married, and in order that Malinche's inheritance might come 
to the son of the second marriage, she had sold the girl to 
traders who had resold her to the Tabascan cacique. When pre 
sented to the Spaniards, she was a virgin of fifteen, uncommonly 
pretty and of extraordinary natural intelligence. But Cortes, 
with his mind on sterner matters at the moment, passed her on 
to one of his lieutenants for a concubine. 

In a brief time, however, he learned that her value was beyond 
rubies in her understanding of both Aztec and Mayan. When 
Mexicans spoke in Aztec, she would translate to Aguilar in 
Mayan, and he would interpret to Cortes in Castilian. 

It was through this girl, who was baptized Marina, that 
Cortes was able to converse with the next Indians he met. When 
the fleet anchored off the shore of what is now Vera Cruz in 
the evening of Holy Thursday, friendly natives in pirogues 
put off from the mainland and brought fruit and flowers to the 
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flagship. Through the double interpretation of Marina and 
Aguilar, Cortes learned that these shores and these people owed 
allegiance to a great monarch named Montezuma far beyond 
the mountains and they themselves were directly subject to a 
governor called Teuhtlile. Cortes gave them trifling presents and 
requested a meeting with their chief. 

Delighted with the friendly manners of these natives and the 
information that there was much gold in Mexico, the com 
mander decided to disembark when dawn came. The day was 
Good Friday, which fell in that year of 1519 on April twenty- 
first. The place of first encampment was near the spot where 
the city of Vera Cruz now sprawls. In a plague of gnats and 
mosquitoes the soldiers began cutting down small trees and 
bushes to rear temporary protection from the elements. Amiable 
natives flocked to see the strangers who had arrived by the great 
"water-houses." They brought tropical fruits, corn cakes, wild 
turkeys, and armfuls of flowers. 

On Easter morning, the cacique Teuhtlile arrived with a train 
of attendants. Cortes received him like a prince and Teuhtlile 
listened politely to a celebration of the Mass. Then through the 
interpreters, diplomatic conversations ensued. The presents Cortes 
had brought for the emperor were set forth, among them an 
ornately carved and richly painted armchair. To impress the 
strangers with the affluence of the Aztecs, Teuhdile had brought 
a quantity of fine cotton fabrics, mantles wrought of bird 
feathers, and a basket of ingenious ornaments of gold. Noting 
a helmet of one of the soldiers gleaming brazenly in the sun, 
the chief expressed a desire to send it to Montezuma for exami 
nation, since it resembled the headdress their god Quetzalcoatl 
wore when he departed for the east. In his most charming man 
ner, Cortes presented the helmet and ingratiatingly suggested 
that it might be returned filled with gold dust, so that he could 
compare the quality of the metal with that of Spain. 'The Span- 
iards," he explained to Teuhdile on whom the wit was lost 
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"are troubled with a disease of the heart for which gold is a 
specific remedy." 

This confession rather surprised the chief, for to the Indians 
gold was the dung of the gods. To the Spaniards it was to prove 
not heart's ease but veritably "that precious bane that grows in 
hell." 

When Cortes saw some Indians painting on cloth details of 
Spanish costume and arms and learned that it was a report in 
picture-writing to be sent to Montezuma, he decided to make 
a spectacular showing. He ordered horsemen to race on the hard 
beach, to make their charges rear and plunge, and to brandish 
their weapons ostentatiously. The cannon were charged with an 
extra loading of powder to create more noise and flame when 
fired. When the cannon balls shot above the heads of the crowd 
and tore out the tops of trees, the Indians were as wonderstruck 
as terrified. All these phenomena the amazed picture-writers got 
onto their rolls of cloth and sent by runners to Montezuma. 
When the reports and paintings were received by the emperor, 
he was filled with dismay and foreboding. The newcomers, he 
felt, were omens of disaster. He refused to see them. He only 
wanted their absence from his country, and asked them to leave 
at once. To speed the departing guests he sent them fabulous 
gifts in gold and silver, including a great golden wheel like 
the sun and an enormous silver disk, large as a cartwheel, repre 
senting the moon. No gesture could have been more perfectly 
calculated to magnetize the Spaniards to Mexico. When the gifts 
were unwrapped and spread before him, Cort&'s resolution was 
fixed. He would meet the reluctant and sacrosanct monarch 
face to face. He would capture him and subdue his empire. He 
sent word graciously requesting an audience. 

Cortes had not come to Mexico hungering for gold only. 
Wealth without renown would never have brought satisfaction 
to his ambitious heart. He wanted fame and prestige. He was a 
man, too> who was uplifted by the wonder and mystery of the 
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new and the strange. A sense of danger and odds against him 
fired him with enthusiasm. A challenge to his wits or his fight 
ing arm stirred his blood more than gifts of golden platters. And 
he was not to be contented merely with renown in this earthly 
world. He played, too, for heavenly recognition and honor, and 
he never failed to make opportunities to propitiate his Catholic 
God. Sometimes it seems that he looked into the future when his 
immortal self would be relating to the Majesty of Heaven, before 
an admiring throng of prominent saints, the details of deeds in 
Mexico he had done for the glory of God. He ever went about 
his business bolstered by faith in his own high destiny. In hours 
of transient doubt, however, he consulted his astrologer and 
had his horoscope cast and the propitious days predicted. 

But, possessing an acute sense of timing, Cortes generally 
knew when to act and when to wait. Like a stage star to whom 
that sense of timing knowing when to speak fast or slow, 
how long to pause is a chief requisite for success, he had a 
dramatic instinct which stood him in good stead in crises. He 
also had the knack of seasoning his speech with salty jests and 
homespun wit. Judging by its effect, his smile was one of the 
most potential weapons in his armory of talents. It could stir to 
loyalty as could an alarum bell to war. Countless times it com 
pletely disarmed his adversaries. 

Along with his boundless imagination to conjure up great 
enterprises, Cortes possessed such a practical sense of reality 
that men trusted his judgment as well as his vision. His richly 
gifted nature was blessed with a superb sense of balance. A 
sensual man, whom women of every class found fascinating, he 
indulged in amours with zest, but he could abstain with chilled 
indifference when some business of state was under considera 
tion. He drank wine with gusto, but never did he let drink 
interfere with important matters. He had the facility of expres 
sion not only by word of mouth but by pen, and he could write 
with as much ardor as logic. This dream-inspired man of action 
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proved himself as skillful in administrative statesmanship and 
economics as in warfare. Rarely have so much acumen and 
charm of personality been commingled with so stout a courage. 

While Cortes awaited royal permission from Montezuma to 
visit him in person, the adventurers encamped on the blistering 
sand dunes began to chafe from inaction. Some came down with 
tropical fever. In others, tortured by the sweltering heat and the 
insects, mutinous thoughts began to incubate. Continually radiat 
ing cheer, Cortes made two moves calculated to relieve the bore 
dom and to strengthen his own power. He decided to establish 
a town and thereby change the status of the encampment from 
a military to a civil community. By doing so, he renounced alle 
giance to Governor Velasquez and put his forces directly under 
the protection of the king. Everything was done according to 
rule and notarized. Cortes was elected captain-general. The posi 
tion gave him supreme power, as well as one-fifth of all the 
treasure acquired. A town site to be used as a base for operations 
was selected near the shore. The name of the projected town 
was to be La Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz, "The Rich Town of 
the Holy Cross." Material and religious promise were thus wedded 
in the name, as symbolic of the motives of the expedition. A ship 
was dispatched to Spain to report to the king what had been 
done. 

Just as this business was being settled, some visitors from a 
people called Totonacs arrived. They wore blue stone rings in 
their ears and noses, and a golden leaf attached to their lower 
lips. They came with invitation from their chief to visit him 
at his capital of Cempaolla. Cortes was not unimpressed by the 
glint of gold in the lip ornaments, but he was deeply excited to 
learn that the Totonacs loathed the Aztec yoke. He thrilled to 
hear that there were as much division, hatred, and jealousy 
among the barbarous infidels as among the Christian nations of 
Europe. Immediately he divined that out of a thirsting for re 
venge against Montezuma's tyranny he might create a net of 
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confederacy that could catch them all, foe and friend alike. 
First he would unite the weak against the strong, act as their 
champion, and lead Indian against Indian. 

With high heart, he set off northwest to Cempaolla, to win 
his first ally. The troops revived in leaving the burning coastal 
sands to traverse a shadowy jungle masked with beauty. The 
forest was draped with orchids and luminous blue morning 
glories. Heavy-scented honeysuckle rioted with wild roses in the 
thickets. Tropical birds outdid the luxuriant vegetation with the 
brilliance of their plumage and the virtuosity of their song. "It 
is as wonderful as paradise/' toughened soldiers said to each 
other. 

As they approached the city itself, a curious populace came 
out to welcome them with bouquets and wreaths. They hung 
garlands about the horses' necks and a wreath on Cortes's hel 
met. The Spaniards were surprised at this passion for flowers 
in the savage heart. (After centuries it is still a trait in the In 
dians that neither oppression nor civilizing time has diminished.) 
Cortes and his men remarked that the houses had palm-thatched 
roofs above walls of stone or stucco, and made note of native 
architectural principles for the town they were to set up in the 
forthcoming weeks. 

The fat cacique received the white men with cordiality, and 
began to relate his tribulations under the vassalage to Monte- 
zuma. Enemy states on the fringes longed for the downfall of 
their powerful Aztec neighbor, he told Cortes. Too long their 
youths and maidens had been snatched from them for living 
sacrifices to insatiable Aztec gods. They lived in continual fear of 
raid and rape. The oppressed tribes welcomed a strange ally as 
a gift, legitimate or illegitimate, from heaven. The cacique's 
story was sweeter music to the ears of Cortes than a garden of 
nightingales. 

In the midst of the conferences, Montezuma's tax collectors 
arrived with their train. Holding roses to their refined nostrils, 
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they gave cold and supercilious looks to the white men, and 
arrogantly demanded twenty youths for human sacrifice as part 
of their tribute, because of Montezuma's displeasure with the 
Totonacs for entertaining the strangers. (In his capital on the 
high plateau beyond the mountains, the monarch knew every 
thing through fleet messengers who furnished him with news 
from every corner of his domain. These political runners were 
even swifter than those who ran daily with fresh seafood from 
the ocean for the royal tables.) 

The perturbed Totonac chief would have given up the twenty 
for the sacrifice, but Cortes peremptorily ordered him to seize 
the proud tax collectors and bind them. Astounded at such dar 
ing against the majesty of Montezuma, the chief obeyed with 
fear and trembling. Cortes set his own guard over the tax col 
lectors, but in the night he arranged their escape, and sent them 
back to their lord with protestations of friendship. By this clever 
duplicity, Cortes began that artful dissembling in which he was 
super-adept when occasion demanded. Now with the imminent 
wrath of Montezuma threatening direst revenge, the Totonacs' 
only recourse was to make active alliance with the Spaniards. 
Indian had become the accomplice of the white man against his 
brother Indian. In this bond the doom of the dark-skinned race 
was sealed. 

Having dared so far, the Spaniards dared farther. As they 
witnessed human sacrifices in which the beating heart was torn 
from the split breast of the victim, the hard-boiled soldiers were 
so revolted that fifty of them rushed up the temple steps at 
Cempaolla and stopped the ceremony. They toppled over the 
hideous stone idols and rolled them to the ground. The people 
looked on in dumb horror when they saw that their gods could 
not protect themselves from profanation. Yet when Cortes set the 
image of the Virgin on the bloodstained altar, they brought arm- 
fuls of flowers until the Lady was almost submerged in blos 
soms. Mass was celebrated, and the savages were considered con- 
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verted. But as the wise and good priest. Father Olmedo, re 
marked wistfully to Cortes, "Of what use is it to overturn the 
altar, if the idol remains enthroned in the heart?" 

After preparations for the allied march to Tenochtitlan were 
discussed, the Spaniards began the hasty construction of the town 
to be known as Vera Cruz. The Totonacs helped enthusiastically 
in the construction. Many of the Spanish soldiers lost their rest 
lessness in the activities, but there were some who had little 
faith in this grandiose conception of a handful conquering a 
million in an unknown terrain beyond the mountain rim. These 
wavering ones conspired to steal part of the fleet and return to 
Cuba. 

When Cortes learned of the conspiracy, he determined to 
burn his bridges behind him. Under pretext that five of the 
ships were unseaworthy and a liability, he had the movable gear 
and fixtures, the instruments and the iron brought on shore. 
Then the ships were scuttled. The soldiers took the action in 
good faith. But when Cortes proceeded to have four of the re 
maining five ships condemned and destroyed, there rose a threat 
ening fury of protest. 

Cortes tamed his companions by his honeyed eloquence, and 
offered to let the faint-hearted among them renounce the glori 
ous adventure just ahead and return like cravens to Cuba to re 
port that they had deserted their commander in his hour of 
greatest need. He fired them with admiration for his audacity 
and courage. As one said, what he had done was worthy of a 
hero of mythology. Intoxicated by their leader's invincible opti 
mism, the men began to shout "To Mexico!" and forgot the 
dangers and hardships they were to face. 

On the nineteenth of August, in 1519, the little band of war 
riors began its heroic march to fame. In their troop they had 
thirty Totonac nobles as guides and hostages, and two hundred 
porters. Marina went along like a lady of great estate, because 
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she had now become the captain-general's beloved bedfellow as 
well as his invaluable interpreter. 

Had Cortes not convinced himself that he had heaven's bless 
ing on his enterprise, his march against Mexico would have 
seemed the great impudence of all times. With four hundred 
Spaniards, fifteen horses, and artillery pieces that could be 
counted on the eight fingers of two hands, he started up a wall 
of mountain to conquer an empire vaster than Spain. 



2. Garden of Gardens 

"When I beheld the scenes that were around 
rne, I thought within myself that this was the 
garden of the world." 



BERNAL DIAZ 



The troop went by way of the Tlascalan country, for the Tlas- 
calans were a people who had stubbornly maintained their in 
dependence from Montezuma. But the Tlascalans were not 
inclined to be friendly. They looked upon the white intruders 
with as much suspicion as Montezuma did, though without his 
foreboding and superstition. Their territory was defended by 
a nine-foot stone wall between mountain and mountain. Behind 
it they lay in wait for the strangers. The gate Cortes's men 
approached was left unguarded purposely, as a trap. The Tlas 
calans hoped to take the white men alive as a rare sacrificial 
treat for their gods. After the weary soldiers were all inside 
the boundaries the Tlascalans set upon them with howls of 
zest. They fought sportively and then furiously, for the Span 
iards with their firearms and horses proved a hundredfold more 
formidable than any other foe the brave Tlascalans had ever 
faced. Battles were lost and then renewed. The carnage was 
frightful. Finally, after several fierce days of combat, the Tlas 
calans realized they were thoroughly whipped. They took coun 
sel, and decided that with their combined strengths the white 
men and they might rout the mighty Montezuma. Anticipating 
both the sport and the profit, they offered to* be confederates 
with Cortes. 

While resting in the capital of Tlascala from the vicissitudes 
of the inarch and the fighting, the Spaniards received emissaries 
from Montezuma. The monarch knew everything that had oc- 

30 
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curred. When he had learned that the white men were coming 
by way of Tlascala he had rejoiced, for he felt sure that way 
meant death to the strangers. But now that they had defeated a 
people Montezuma himself had not been able to subjugate, he 
was deeply troubled. He began to believe these strange men from 
the east might really be descendants of Quetzalcoatl. Five of 
his nobles brought to Cortes three thousand ounces of gold ore 
and other presents, along with congratulations on his success. 
But they urged him to proceed no farther, because Montezuma's 
subjects were unruly and might do great harm to the white 
men. When Cortes proved adamant in his determination to be 
hold Tenochtitlan, Montezuma offered annual tribute to the 
king of Spain and large bribes to Cortes and his captains, if they 
would stay away from his capital. 

Many of the most loyal among Cortes's men, as well as the 
grousing malcontents, were all for accepting the tribute and re 
turning to the coast Even the stoutest heart among them could 
not foresee how they could reach Tenochtitlan. But Cortes, so 
ill with fever now that he could scarcely sit straight on his 
horse, went about spreading cheer and courage, ever holding 
out the golden promise just ahead. He refused to listen to any 
suggestions of halting in his purpose. He sent word to Monte 
zuma he was coming. 

Now changing his tactics, Montezuma pretended to be ^til 
ing to receive him, but told him to come by way of Chokila, 
where preparations had been ordered for his entertai^6E|; Ipt 
the emperor begged Cortes not to enter into an 
the untrustworthy Tlascalans. The latter warned 
trust in Montezuma's fair words or his gifts. They 
not to go by way of Cholula. They said the people of that 
though not valorous, were exceedingly tricky. The Spaniards 
learned that a large armed force of Aztecs was unaccountably 
encattipal not far from Cholula. But Cortes, not wanting to 
reveal tiie : slightest apprehension, declared he would go by 
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Cholula. The town lay twenty miles south of Tlascala, and the 
city of Mexico was some seventy miles to the northwest. 

Cortes selected six thousand from the volunteer Tlascalan war 
riors to accompany him on his march to Mexico. Beyond the 
rugged Tlascalan country, where the people were inured to scanty 
living, Cortes's band came upon irrigated plantations of maize, 
aloe, chili, and maguey. They encamped in the woods for the 
night. The next morning, leaving the new allies outside, Cortes 
and his Christian army entered the city between silent rows of 
wondering citizens, who threw flowers in their path. The soldiers 
were so amazed by the reception that they lost count of the three 
or four hundred towers gleaming in the sunlight. 

But they learned that Cholula, the great commercial center 
of the Puebla plateau, was the city sacred to Quetzalcoatl. Here 
the legendary god had lived for twenty years, giving sweetness 
and light to the citizens. Besides the refinements of civilization, 
he had taught them that sacrifices should be of fruits and flowers 
and not of human flesh, even of their worst enemies. The colossal 
truncated pyramid erected in his honor was the focal point for 
pilgrims who came to worship at his temple. 

The Christians were quartered in the courts and buildings of 
one of the greater temples. At first the atmosphere was all cordi 
ality. Then, with the arrival and conference of messengers from 
Montezuma, it perceptibly cooled. Cortes's suspicions were 
aroused by both a furtiveness in action and a niggardliness in 
provisions. His Cempaollan porters reported preparations for 
treachery and ambush. Marina discovered the conspiracy from 
thjs wife of a cacique whom Montezuma had bribed, among 
others. The woman had taken a fancy to Marina and sought to 
spare her from the planned massacre of the Christians as they 
passed out of the city. Marina, having learned the art of dis 
sembling from her lord, feigned secret hatred for the Spaniards, 
got the details of the whole plot, and relayed everything to Cortes. 
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The two thousand Cholulan porters who were to escort the 
Spaniards to the Aztec capital were to be secretly armed and to 
set upon the Spaniards just outside the city. The twenty thousand 
Aztecs encamped nearby were to rush in on the kill. Cortes made 
a quick and bloody decision. He would trap the intended Cho 
lulan murderers. 

On the morning set for departure, Cortes drew up his forces 
around the walls of the court and set his guns at the entrances 
so that no one from the city could get into the enclosure. When 
the caciques and the troop of two thousand porters arrived and 
were all within the gates, Cortes accused the Cholulans of the 
most hideous perfidy. Amazed at such prescience, the Cholulans 
confessed and laid the blame on Montezuma. But Cortes de 
clared such double-dealing should be punished as a warning to 
other tribes. At a signal shot from an arquebus the massacre of 
the bare-breasted Indians began. By musket, pike, and sword 
they were mangled and torn, until there was no life left in any 
of them. The townspeople trying to get into the temple to rescue 
their fellows were met by slaughtering blasts from the cannon 
and then thrown into confusion by the charging cavalry. The 
Tlascalan allies, their brows bound with sedge grass for identifi 
cation, rushed to attack the Cholulans from the rear. 

Soon the wooden structures of the town were afire, and the 
flames added to the havoc of battle. At last, in response to pleas 
of Montezuma's ministers, Cortes called a halt to the carnage. 
He contented the vengeful Tlascalans with the spoils of richer 
clothing and provisions than they had ever known. The crushed 
Cholulans, submissive now, returned to their homes and began 
to clean up the city under Cortes's direction. When order and a 
semblance of the wonted way of civil life were restored, Cortes 
took up the march to Mexico. 

The way lay spectacularly between two volcanoes crowned 
with a perpetual glory of snow Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl. 
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The conquerors wound their way along the gorges in a terrain 
wildly picturesque but painful to traverse. Then they climbed 
laboriously into the rarefied atmosphere that made their hearts 
pound menacingly and their heads turn giddy with lightness. 
At last, panting with exertion, they reached a crest and stood 
dumb before the spell-binding panorama. 

Shimmering in the light of afternoon lay the enchanting valley 
of Anahuac white cities, brown hamlets, and five great silvery 
lakes surrounded by natural opulence and tilled fertility. Beyond 
the towers and temples rose the mass of Chapultepec with its 
groves of gigantic cypress trees, hazy against a backdrop of blue 
porphyry hills and a luminous, azure sky. 

Enraptured by the beauty, the warriors gazed as if they had 
been transported to the boundaries of some mythical realm. But 
as the first spell of enchantment subsided and dusk began to rub 
out the vision, the men drew together with a new fear. They 
distrusted the evidences of a superior civilization. They began 
to mutter that they would not proceed into the alluring maw 
of the Aztec nation. They urged return to the security of Tlascala, 
where they might gather fresh Indian allies or await reinforce 
ment of European troops. 

Cortes, who had nipped mutinies in the bud before with his 
dauntless faith, now employed the witchery of his eloquence to 
stir the imagination of his men. This City of Mace-Reeds that lay 
before them was an El Dorado other men reached only in their 
most extravagant dreams. They would all dare together to share 
in the glory. His enthusiasm rallied the faltering like the strains 
of martial music. 

While Cortes was sleepless because he ached so to possess the 
riches of the valley, Montezuma was sulking in the splendor of 
his palace like Achilles in his tent. He had come to trust none 
of his courtiers and to take no joy in anything except music, 
which his faithful, aged music master arranged for his delecta- 
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tion. In his presentiment of doom,, Montezuma called on all his 
dabblers in the occult arts, but from them he received no real 
cheer. The ghost of a god returned to tell him that all the other 
gods had abandoned him and that his glorious city would shortly 
be an ash heap. Calling his nobles into assembly, the emperor 
urged them to confront bravely the destruction that seemed des 
tined. Then he commanded that the warriors' lances, shields, 
and arrows be made bright and ready. 

Making their easier way now through beauty and abundance, 
the Spaniards stopped from time to time to receive delegations 
from towns and settlements, who brought them propitiating gifts. 
All the Indians had learned of the Spanish appetite for gold. As 
Cortes accepted the gifts with his most responsive smile, he lis 
tened sympathetically to complaints of Montezuma's tyranny. 

At length the Spanish adventurers reached the town of Iztapa- 
lapan on the edge of the salt lagoon. It was the last large town 
before Montezuma's capital. Here they were ceremoniously re 
ceived by Cuitlahuac, the emperor's brother, who presented gol 
den and feathered gifts, and slave girls for their diversion. They 
were housed royally in a palace with a roof of scented cedar 
and inner walls hung with feather-work tapestry. They wandered 
in gardens under centuries-old cypress trees festooned with wild 
orchids, where silver pheasants and gilded butterflies flashed 
through the dappling sunlight. Again the Spaniards marveled 
at the Indians' love of flowers. They admired the aviaries and the 
vast fish basins. But their thoughts were on the morrow. Tenoch- 
tidan was only a few miles away. Its towers and pyramids glim 
mered in the setting sun and were reflected in the lake's blue 
mirror. 

On the morning of November eighth Cortes and his soldiers 
awoke to greet an adventure such as few mortals ever experience. 
They were the first Europeans to march into the fabulous Aztec 
capital. They were less than four hundred in number. As they 
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left the North Gate of Iztapalapan the little band of white men 
seemed so small to face the throngs of dark ones that Cortes sent 
lieutenants back to see if any stragglers had remained behind. 

The approach to the south entry of Tenochtitlan was a two- 
mile stone dam. Over this causeway the Spaniards made their 
way between walls of gaping spectators who had never before 
looked on white faces. The shallow lake waters along the edges 
were matted, as thick as water hyacinths, with canoes loaded 
with the curious. 

From the suburb of Coyoacan another stone dam to Tenoch 
titlan joined the dam from Iztapalapan and became a single 
causeway with cuts spanned by wooden bridges. The Spaniards 
did not fail to remark and applaud the geometry and engineering 
of the construction. 

The preternatural excitement of the Spaniards' march through 
this maze of half-dream, half-reality did not entirely numb them 
to the perils of retreat. "Now we are in the mousetrap," mur 
mured one of the horsemen to his companion, as they left the 
first wooden bridge behind them. But at the fortress of Xoloc 
the Spaniards were halted and treated with a welcome such as 
Caesar never saw. In a smoky atmosphere of incense that misted 
the golden morning,, to the piping of flutes and the hypnotic 
pounding of drums, Mexican nobles, waving fans and little flags, 
came to announce the approach of the emperor himself. Four 
thousand of them passed, their bodies naked except for their 
blood-red or goose-white loin cloths and their mantles of bird- 
feather embroidery. 

The armored Cortes rode out ahead of his chief officers to 
greet Montezuma. But the Christian possessed nothing remark 
able with which to compete with the pagan splendor of the 
Indians except his sleek black horse. The emperor had never 
before seen a horse. Yet though he marveled inwardly, his face 
remained as impassive as a copper mask. 
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In litters of flower-embossed gold, canopied with feathers and 
sprinkled with jewels, Montezuma and two kinsmen kings were 
borne by nobles of the highest caste, who walked barefoot. When 
the emperor descended from his chair a cotton carpet was rolled 
out before his privileged feet. He advanced with his elbows rest 
ing in the palms of a nephew and a brother, the kings of Texcoco 
and Iztapalapan. The populace knelt and touched the paving 
stones with their heads. Cortes leaped from his horse and came 
forward. Shrewdly he began to measure his adversary, by his 
features, his attitude, his fantastic costume of bejeweled cotton 
cloth and feathers. Smiling with dignity the while, he carefully 
noted details. The emperor's mantle and sandals were embroid 
ered in pearls and emeralds. On his head he wore a diadem of 
green plumes that floated down his back. He was paler than 
the other Indians and taller. Though slender, he was well knit. 
The expression of his regular-featured face was grave, and Cortes 
was surprised to note a certain benignity. 

Making a profound bow, the Spanish commander stepped for 
ward to embrace the monarch in the European manner. Swift 
as a released bow-string, two Aztec lords thrust themselves before 
their master to prevent contact. Cortes bit his lip at the rebuff; he 
did not know that to touch the divine personage was an offense 
calling for death. Then the lords moved aside, and the two great 
leaders smiled at each other politely, their eyes searching for the 
key to each other's nature. 

Montezuma, seeing that the stranger was offended, hastened 
to make amends. Summoning one of his retinue, he took some 
orchids and presented the blossoms to Cortes. With as much 
cavalier eclat as if he had been offering a string of matched pearls, 
the Spanish lead*er presented the emperor with a necklace of 
sparkling glass beads. In return for the imitation jewelry, the 
emperor hung about him two heavy chains of pure gold skillfully 
fashioned as a linked procession of sea crabs. 
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It was an exchange symbolical of the majority of trades to 
ensue between Spaniards and Indians for centuries. Out of the 
mines of Mexico were to be extracted the precious metals to en 
rich Spain. On the return trips, the treasure vessels brought 
cargoes of tinsel and shoddy for the natives. 



3- Entertaining the White God's Children 

"You should not let into your house a man 
who may push you out of it!' 

CUITLAHUAC, CACIQUE OF IZTAPALAPAN 

After the withdrawal of Montezuma, Cortes and his force were* 
escorted down the broad central avenue lined by the houses of 
the upper classes. They were built of reddish stone topped by 
parapets and flat roofs on which gardens bloomed. Crossing more 
wooden suspension bridges over canals, the Spaniards came upon 
a pyramidal pile that covered two acres and rose to almost a 
hundred feet. It was the temple of Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec 
war god, prime in the pagan Olympus. When word passed along 
the ranks that twenty thousand human victims had been sacri 
ficed at its dedication, involuntary shudders ran through the 
soldiers. They were to reside in the very shadow of the blood 
stained temple. On its western side stood the vast range of one- 
storied buildings which had been the palace of Axayacad, father 
of the emperor. It was commodious enough to house the white 
men and all their Tlascalan allies. 

The guest house Montezuma had presented the strangers was 
stout as a fortress. Cortes saw that the walls and towers were 
solid enough to withstand a siege. Within, the furnishings were 
Spartan. The beds were mats of straw on piled palm leaves. 
Besides some wooden stools and dyed cotton hangings, there was 
little else in the way of comfort or elegance. Before he took food 
Cortes set up his guns strategically and admonished his sentinels 
to be unusually vigilant. 

That afternoon Montezuma paid a formal visit. He asked nu 
merous questions, gave gold ornaments to the captains, and pre- 
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sented a cotton costume for each of the guests. At dusk, to make 
the Spanish presence more impressive, Cortes ordered a discharge 
of all the artillery at once. The citizenry were as awed as if the 
gods had thundered at them in their native tongue. 

The next morning the captain-general returned the state visit 
of the emperor. He was received in an atmosphere dense with 
incense, but except for the wall tapestries of ingenious feather 
work, there was little to justify comparison with Oriental mag 
nificence, Cortes explained his mission as one of bringing knowl 
edge of the true faith. He sought Montezuma's conversion. Mon- 
tezuma listened with respect to Marina's abridged interpretation, 
as Cortes expounded the theology of the Incarnation and the 
Atonement. But, protested Montezuma, his gods had been so 
good to him that he had no desire to renounce them. He ad 
mitted, however, his full belief in the story of QuetzalcoatL The 
Spaniards might be descendants of the White God. Perhaps they 
had as much right to the land he ruled as he did. Montezuma 
had so convinced himself of the fulfillment of the prophecy that 
he even declared: "I know your sovereign across the water is the 
rightful lord of this empire. I merely rule in his name. You will 
share with me in everything." Then he distributed 5 more golden 
chains among those who had accompanied Cortes on this matu 
tinal visit. The soldiers were much impressed not only with the 
munificence but with "the gentle breeding and courtesy of the 
Indian monarch." 

Cortes was shrewd enough to take the implied capitulation of 
Montezuma as part superstition, part courtesy, and part guile. 
Yet lie intended, as far as he was able, to direct the affairs of the 
land as a power behind the throne. And in this face-to-face inter 
view, Cortes felt convinced that he would conquer the melan 
choly monarch. Though he beheld this Indian arrayed like Solo 
mon in his glory against a background of the most invincible 
fighters in the New World, he divined that the man lacked that 
prime quality Solomon had devoutly prayed for wisdom. 
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Cortes soon became absorbed in learning the personal history 
of the bizarre figure he was to outwit. And through Marina he 
pieced together the portrait. Montezuma was a complex character 
of changeable temperament. As a youth he had appeared un 
commonly modest. He possessed a kind of subtle, almost femi 
nine charm that went hand-in-hand with awesome daring and 
ferocity in battle. Yet until he was chosen ruler he disdained all 
outward honors and rewards. At the time of his election he was 
serving as high priest in the temple of the war god. This com 
bination of militaristic prowess and ritualistic devotion was ad 
mired above everything else by the Aztecs. Like the Emperor of 
Japan, their ruler became more and more an object of religious 
adoration. 

After he was enthroned, Montezuma straightway set off to 
subdue a rebellious province, and he returned with a vast string 
of captives to grace his coronation with their sacrificial blood. 
In his first years he proved his astuteness in organization and 
administration. He furthered public works on a large scale, re 
formed the law courts, founded hospitals. 

But shortly he began to display not only a consuming desire 
for power, but a passion for pomp. He was most careful of his 
toilet, bathing several times a day, and never putting on the same 
garment twice. He chose his daily fare from a banquet of fifty 
dishes. For the luxuries of the court, the people were burdened 
with staggering taxes. Besides developing a colossal arrogance, 
Montezuma cultivated a seemingly insatiable lust. By "divine 
right" he had the choice of all high-born maidens in the land, 
and he made his selections from among them when they reached 
proper age. During the first half of his reign, he was rumored 
to have as many as a hundred and fifty girls big with his off 
spring at one time. Perhaps it was due to an early sexual surfeit 
that he became neurotic and the victim of fits of melancholy. 
With everything his heart could desire in the orbit of his world, 
he had grown satiated and bored. His courtiers and advisers 
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came to treat him as a brain-sick child who had to be constantly 
diverted. Yet they continued to pay him as much ceremonious 
respect as if he had been divine. 

Cortes, in analyzing his adversary, comprehended that it was 
not cowardice that motivated Montezuma, but a compelling sense 
of fatality. He knew well enough that Montezuma, with his over 
whelming numbers, could annihilate the whole Spanish force, 
or, merely by shutting off provisions, starve them to death. But 
he felt sure that neither would happen. He believed in his own 
lucky star, and his sanguinity was prepared to overleap any ob 
stacles. He determined to play the role of Quetzalcoatl's descend 
ant for all it was worth. This Aztec superstition was to prove a 
metaphysical aid as potent as firearms and horses. 

With Marina as his voice, Cortes asked innumerable questions 
when he and his captains were taken on an inspection tour of 
the city. The Spaniards were mightily impressed with the state 
of civilization which the so-called savages had achieved. It seemed 
all the more remarkable to them because the Indians had no 
iron, no steel, no lea^, and no beasts of burden for hauling. 

The main part of the capital was laid out with that innate sense 
of design and form for which the Indians are noted. The main 
streets were wide and well cared for. Flares lighted them by 
night. A sanitation squad cleaned the streets thoroughly. There 
were public toilets and public baths. The Spaniards were more 
impressed by the great market than by anything else they saw. 
It was three times as large as the famous one at Salamanca. Here 
commercial representatives from all the Aztec provinces brought 
their wares. Like the bazaars of the Arabs, there were various 
quarters and alcoves assigned to different types of merchandise. 
The Spaniards remarked gold jewelry intricately designed, fine 
woven cotton splendidly dyed, hatchets, medicinal herbs, razors 
and mirrors of obsidian, skins of wild animals, silver receptacles, 
pottery vases, quilted armor, fresh lake fish, exotic fruits from 
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the hot coastal swamps as well as local fruits, mantles and cover 
lets of bird-feather embroidery, an infinite variety of green vege 
tables, dressed turkeys, frothed chocolate sold by the cupful, stone 
and timber for building, freshly cooked corn cakes, a profusion 
of flowers for pure decoration as well as sale, chained wild beasts, 
chained slaves. 

Most of the exchange was done by barter, but little cotton 
sacks of cacao and goose quills filled with gold dust were used 
as currency. Every fifth day was market day. In the clean and 
orderly precincts of the market as many as forty thousand citizens 
came together at a time. But these warlike people were a peace 
able lot in their own city. The police on guard had little to do, 
and a small tribunal set up at one end of the market immediately 
settled disputes and dealt summarily with misdemeanants. Cortes 
noted the significance of the social aspects of the market, where 
men and women who neither bought nor sold haunted the square 
to satisfy instincts of gregariousness. 

On the whole, the people were well governed. Private property 
was recognized and protected. At the same time, other land was 
held communally, with certain sections allotted to families for 
working, and all sharing in the fruits and benefits. Taxes were 
paid not in coin but in produce. The government had its ware 
houses stored with foodstuffs and other commodities, both as 
precaution against bad seasons and for commerce with other na 
tions. The old and the indigent were provided with charity hos 
pitals. As much was done for the health and general welfare of 
the citizens of Tenochtitlan as in any European city at the begin 
ning of the sixteenth century. In the court there was as much 
attention given to protocol and ceremonious language as in the 
European courts at the same period. 

As Cortes went about during his first week, he noted well 
the discipline of the subjects, the general submissiver^ss to an 
absolute authority. This pattern of unquestioned obedience to 
superiors he would turn to his own good use* In the meantime, 
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despite the outward show of friendship from Montezuma, he 
knew the Spaniards' position was in no way secure. The royal 
favor might sour at any time. The arrival of messengers from 
Cholula announcing that there had been trouble between some 
Aztecs and the Spaniards near Vera Cruz and that nine Spaniards 
had been killed gave him the occasion he wanted. After pacing 
the floor all one night in coming to a decision, he boldly resolved 
to use the news as a pretext for kidnapping Montezuma. 

Accompanied by a heavily armed bodyguard, Cortes paid an 
other visit to the monarch. For some time he indulged in an 
affable conversation until sufficient groups of his warriors by 
fours or fives had dropped into the palace halls as though out 
of curiosity. Then he confronted his host with accusations of 
treachery, claiming that he had been responsible for the death 
of the Spaniards. Montezuma professed innocence. To prove his 
good faith, then, Cortes insisted that he must come with him to 
the Spaniards' headquarters to remain as their guest until the 
guilty Aztecs were brought to the capital and the investigation 
concluded. 

Montezuma went pale with astonishment at such a monstrous 
proposal. With all his magnetic persuasion, Cortes tried to con 
vince him that he would not be a prisoner in any sense, but that 
he would be merely changing his seat of residence. Montezuma 
protested that his subjects would never endure the degradation. 

After two hours of argument, one of the cavaliers, realizing 
they were all lost now if the attempt failed, vehemently urged 
seizing the royal person immediately, without more ceremony. 
Marina pled with Montezuma to come quietly, to prevent any 
damage to his person, and assured him of the most honorable 
treatment. Believing that destiny had renounced him, Monte 
zuma wavered and at last gave in. His nobles were dumbfounded 
when he ordered the royal litter. As a muttering mob gathered 
along the way, Montezuma assured his people that of his own 
free will he was going to pay a visit of some days to the white 
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men. But as he was borne through the portals of the Spaniards' 
quarters, he felt his doom was sealed. Cortes had sprung his great 
trap. 

Montezuma was treated by the Spaniards with ceremonious 
respect. He was allowed to choose his apartments and to furnish 
them with pieces from his' own palace. His favorite wives and 
pages and nobles were installed to serve him. He gave audiences 
and conducted affairs of state in the usual manner. Cortes and 
his captains uncovered before him every morning and asked his 
orders. They sought to divert him with Spanish music and 
stories. They learned to play Aztec ball with him. When espe 
cially distinguished visitors came to interview the monarch, they 
redoubled their efforts to make the situation seem like one grand 
house party. But noting the heavily armed guard of thirty at the 
front door and thirty at the rear, the populace was aware that 
their lord was a prisoner. Yet they could not act without risking 
the life of the sacred hostage. 

At length the Aztecs who had been responsible for the death 
of the Spaniards near Cholula were brought to trial. The leading 
cacique did not deny his guilt, but when he and the sixteen with 
him were condemned by Cortes to be burnt alive, as an example, 
he accused Montezuma of instigating the trouble. So, for his 
share in the guilt, Cortes ordered shackles put on Montezuma's 
ankles until the public execution in the courtyard was concluded. 
The monarch's horrified wives fell on their knees and put their 
soft scarves between the iron bands and the royal flesh. 

When the men were burnt to ashes, Cortes with his own hands 
unloosed the fetters, embraced the monarch, and declared he 
loved him like a brother and was ever in his service. But Monte 
zuma was so stunned by the ignominy of fetters that he never 
regained his pride. Though he was no longer to be deceived by 
the Spaniards' sweet talk, from then on he was in such despair 
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of spirit that he litde cared how the white chief governed in his 
name. 

Under Cortes's order vassal kings were sent for. Those from a 
far distance, who had heard only snatches of the momentous hap 
penings, were astounded to behold the plight of their omnipotent 
ruler. They were even more stupefied when he asked them to 
swear allegiance to "the great king beyond the water" and to 
render the tribute they were accustomed to bring him to the 
king's representative, Cortes. Even the most doughty of the 
Spanish warriors was moved by the spectacle of the weeping 
Montezuma and his subject kings taking an oath of allegiance 
to an unknown sovereign to whom they attributed supernatural 
power. 

Thus, without striking a blow in the capital, the audacious 
Cortes had formally gained Mexico for the crown of Spain. Soon 
from all parts of the realm of Montezuma the tribute began to 
arrive gold and silver, foodstuffs, bales of woven cloth. The 
treasure room where the wealth of Montezuma's father was 
hoarded was now unsealed and the Spaniards told to help them 
selves. A dream beyond their most fantastic imaginings had 
come true. "It seemed to me," wrote Bernal Diaz as he beheld 
the stock of gold and silver in bars and ore, the jewels, the orna 
ments, the fabrics, "as if all the riches of the world were in that 
room." 

But though Cortes could report by letter to Spain that Mexico 
had become a vassal state, he and his men knew that the affair 
was far from settled. Except for their possession of the trump 
ace in the person of the monarch, every other factor manifested 
their danger. If the Aztecs were willing to sacrifice Montezuma, 
the Spaniards could be trapped at the drawbridges in an at 
tempted escape. To prevent this catastrophe, Cortes decided to 
build brigantines so that his men could escape across Lake 
Texcoco if necessary. Montezuma, intrigued at the prospect of 
beholding a winged water-house, accommodatingly furnished 
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porters to transport ship gear, sails, and tackle from the coast to 
the capital, and he provided timber and workmen for the con 
struction under the Spanish shipwright. When two boats large 
enough to accommodate the Spaniards had been furnished and 
armed with little cannon, the invaders breathed easier and Monte- 
zuma's spirits revived when he was taken for a pleasure ride 
seated under a canopy bearing aloft the flag of Castile. 

In the meantime, while Montezuma was being beguiled of his 
despair, certain chiefs formed a confederacy to march upon the 
capital, rescue their monarch and drive the invaders from the 
land. Through Montezuma's own spies and through plots, Cortes 
got possession of most of the confederate chiefs, including the 
leader Cacama, the proud young king of Texcoco and the em 
peror's nephew. When these most formidable enemies were 
chained under his roof, Cortes sent one hundred and fifty of his 
small band under Velasquez de Leon to form a colony and a 
fortified post about one hundred and eighty miles south of Vera 
Cruz. Others he sent searching for gold mines. 

Everything seemed to be succeeding for Cortes except the 
avowed purpose of the expedition, conversion of the natives to 
the Catholic faith. Neither Montezuma nor any of his people 
seemed impressed by the new religion. But at last Cortes boldly 
asked Montezuma's permission to turn the temple of Huitzilo- 
pochdi into a Christian shrine. Horrified at the awful prospect 
of vengeance from his gods, Montezuma refused. Cortes then 
said his men would be satisfied to have one section of the temple. 
If this were denied, he threatened, the temple would be razed 
and the idols destroyed. With a groan, Montezuma could only 
consent. 

When the shrine had been scrubbed and scoured of its dried 
blood, the band of Christian soldiers, singing lustily, marched 
up the one hundred and twenty steps behind their priest. While 
hideous idols glared viciously at them. Mass was celebrated. 
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Below, the dark-skinned populace muttered menacingly at this 
new profanation. 

The atmosphere chilled perceptibly. After a series of grave 
conferences with priests and nobles from the city, Montezuma 
summoned Cortes. Their gods had told the priests, he said, that 
the white men must leave the city at once or be offered as living 
sacrifices upon the altars they had profaned. Montezuma wished 
them to go in peace. He reminded Cortes that at a lift of his 
finger the Aztecs would rise in a body and tear them- to pieces. 

Really perturbed now, Cortes temporized. Calmly and ingrati 
atingly he said he would regret to leave in such haste since there 
were no vessels at the coast in which to make the return trip to 
Cuba. He added cunningly that if he went immediately he would 
be obliged to take the royal personage with him as hostage to 
insure safe conduct. 

In his dilemma Montezuma promised that the Spaniards might 
remain until the vessels were built. He sent a large force of 
Indian workmen along with the Spanish shipwrights to Vera 
Cruz to begin the construction. Cortes dispatched private word 
urging all the delay possible. 

It was May now, and the Spaniards had been in the capital 
for six months. As unrest among the Aztecs became more threat 
ening the Spaniards slept in their armor and performed every 
function of their daily routine within reach of their weapons. 

On top of his apprehensions and worries close at hand, disturb 
ing news reached Cortes from his commander at Vera Cruz. 
Panfilo Narvaez had arrived on April twenty-third with a fleet 
of eighteen vessels, nine hundred men, and eighty horses. The 
expedition was excellently equipped with guns and war gear. 
Narvaez had been sent by the irate Governor Velasquez of Cuba 
to glean the spoils of Cortes's conquest and to bring the rebel 
back to justice. Cortes was in a quandary. Here was an obstacle 
that would be hard to overleap. With the whole Aztec nation 
n8w muttering at his back, he had to face a white enemy more 



Entertaining the White God's Children 49 

than twice his strength in men and equipment. At first he played 
his usual skillful game of temporization and conciliation. He 
received Narvaez's emissaries with warm affability, showed them 
the treasure presented by Montezuma and the tributary chiefs. 
He bestowed rich gifts upon them. They were as charmed by 
his manner as his munificence. The conceited Narvaez was not 
gifted with the art of winning friends. For all his courage, he 
was both arrogant and niggardly. Cortes promised that Narvaez's 
men would share with his soldiers if they would throw in their 
lot with him. 

In the meantime, he had sent his good priest Father Olmedo 
to talk with Narvaez, who was encamped at Cempaolla. The 
priest enthralled groups with fascinating tales that bespoke the 
sure promise and the rich bounty of Cortes how he was adored 
by his followers, how approachable and heart-warming he was. 
Like Cortes, Olmedo possessed a honeyed tongue, and by clever 
insinuations he achieved the disaffection of a group of Narvaez's 
followers. But one of the lieutenants boasted that he himself 
would cut off Cortes's two ears and eat them broiled for break 
fast. As Narvaez began to make plans for the attack' on the 
Spaniards in Tenochtidan, he proclaimed to the Indians that 
he was coming to deliver Montezuma from the criminal rebels. 

In the extremity of the crisis, Cortes made one of his masterly, 
quick decisions. He could not let Narvaez come to the capital. 
He had to intercept him with celerity before he gained allies. 
He chose Pedro de Alvarado, his most valiant and favored cap 
tain, to command the capital in his absence. To hold the fort 
against the most powerful nation north of Panama, he left one 
hundred and forty white men and some Tlascalan allies. Then 
he set off with seventy Spanish soldiers to meet the nine hundred 
of Narvaez. His men traveled light, in armor of quilted cotton, 
not steel. They had only five horses among them, and no artil 
lery whatsoever. 

It was mid-May r and the Valley of Anahuac had never looked 
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more desirable than when Cortes and his intrepid band made a 
forced march across it and up the azalea-dotted western slopes 
of the mountains. In a few days they had reached the river three 
miles from Cempaolla and here they were joined by the men 
Cortes had sent under Velasquez de Leon to found a settlement 
in the south, Sandoval, too, with his few men from Vera Cruz 
was waiting to meet him. 

In his contemptuous complacency Narvaez had not measured 
his man he was planning to take Cortes in his own good time. 
Vigilance and discipline had been relaxed in the Narvaez camp. 
It was a night of terrific thunderstorm, and again Cortes felt as 
if heaven had bestowed a special benison on him. In a cloudburst 
his soldiers forded the river,, and only three were swept away. 
The crashes of thunder and the downpour of water drowned out 
the sounds of the troop movements. It was after midnight, when, 
dragging through the deep mud, they came to the edges of the 
town. One of the weary rain-soaked guards they captured with 
out a struggle; the other escaped to tell the news. 

The men at headquarters thought the excited guard was hav 
ing hallucinations Cortes was surely far away in Tenochtidan. 
Besides, no one could cross the river in such a storm. If he was 
on the way they would battle with him in the morning. They 
plied the guard with liquor and went back to bed. 

As the troops of Cortes moved noiselessly under the pouring 
rain, the town was shrouded in the silence of sleep. A single light 
burned in the quarters of Narvaez in one of the towers of the 
temple. "Get Narvaez!" was Cortes's brief command to Sandoval. 

As they approached the temple enclosure where the enemy 
was encamped someone gave the alarm. A trumpet blared. The 
roused soldiers sprang to their posts, the artillery opened fire. 
But Cortes's men hugged the walls, and the cannon balls went 
down the middle of the street. They beat down the cannoneers 
and took possession of the guns. Sandoval and his detachment 
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stormed up the temple steps to get the commander. Narvaez 
fought violently, but a copper-pointed lance tore through his 
left eye* "Holy Mary/' he cried out in agony, "I am slain !" 

The men of Cortes began to shout "Victory!" at the top of 
their lungs, though they did not abate their fighting. The rain 
stopped suddenly, and out of the darkness came thousands of 
those gigantic tropical fireflies called cocuyos with their brilliant, 
intermittent flames. Narvaez's men took them to be approaching 
f soldiers with matchlocks. As Cortes trained the enemy's own 
artillery against them, he called on them to capitulate, promising 
complete amnesty and bounty. After one round of firing, they 
surrendered. The enemy arms were stacked and the nine hun 
dred men filed past Cortes to take oath of allegiance to him as 
captain-general. 

When morning came, the forces of Narvaez were amazed to 
discover the slimness of the victorious army. Cortes himself 
hardly knew how victory had been achieved with such celerity 
against such odds. He gave the credit to his protector, the Mother 
of Christ. The men of Narvaez seemed little depressed to change 
masters. Some could not conceal their pleasure when Cortes 
turned his warming smile upon them. Narvaez and the boastful 
chap who was going to broil the captain-general's ears were 
brought before him in chains. Cortes had balm applied to their 
physical wounds and sent them under guard to Vera Cruz. He 
also sent two hundred men to dismantle Narvaez's ships and 
bring the sails and movable gear on shore. 

Hernan Cortes was again master of Mexico, and he had gained 
a reinforcement of white men almost double his own force and 
an equipment vastly superior to that he had brought with him. 
Now the complete conquest of Mexico should be easy, he said. 
Through Heaven's blessing, life was at its sweetest. 

In the midst of the celebration of his great triumph, disturbing 
news came from Alvarado. The Aztecs had risen against the 
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Spaniards. They had burned the brigantines and were besieging 
the Spanish barracks. Cortes was urged to come quickly or all 
would be lost. He had no choice. Before his fatigued soldiers 
had had time to recover their wind, he commanded a second 
march on Mexico. 



4. The Sad Night 

"Doubt not that the Almighty will shield you, 
for your cause is just, and you are fighting 
under the Banner of the Cross." 



HERNAN CORTES 



Cortes sensed the chilling hostility as he recrossed the Valley of 
Anahuac. The citizens of the hamlets turned away, closed their 
doors. No hospitality was offered. Under compulsion, provisions 
were set forth grudgingly. When the troops arrived in Tenochti- 
tlan no armed force barred the Spaniards 5 way, but the city was 
ominously silent. The streets were empty, the market deserted. 
The atmosphere was so foreboding that Narvaez's men had 
strange attacks of the creeps. 

In the Spanish headquarters Cortes learned the cause of the 
change. The impetuous captain left in charge had played the 
consummate fool and all but ruined everything the captain- 
general had achieved. 

Alvarado had given permission to the Indians to hold a ritual 
istic celebration in the temple enclosure. They had pledged them 
selves to go unarmed and to indulge in no human sacrifices. 
Several hundred young men of noble families gathered for the 
ceremony clad in loin cloths and bejeweled feather mantles and 
bearing wreaths of flowers. Alvarado's full-armed men stood 
about the walls and at the entrances. When the religious dancing 
was reaching a climax, the Spaniards unsheathed their swords, 
rushed upon the unsuspecting Indians, and began hacking them 
to pieces. They killed every breathing man and then like ghouls 
grappled among the slain in the welter of blood and broken 
blossoms to salvage the jeweled ornaments. It was the most in- 
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defensible act in the conquest of the New World. Alvarado tried 
to excuse the massacre by saying he feared another Cholula and 
that if he disposed of the young nobles the rest of the Aztecs 
would not dare rise against the Spaniards. His psychology could 
not have been more stupid. Cortes knew that no insinuating 
eloquence could ever hoodwink the Aztecs again. For the first 
time in his life he became so angry he completely lost control 
of himself. "You have acted like a madman," he shouted at 
Alvarado. "You are no longer fit to be a captain." 

The Spaniards were in a desperate plight for food. For a fort 
night before Cortes's return, the Indians, in retaliation for the 
massacre, had blockaded their enemies from supplies. Cortes 
accused Montezuma of planning to starve them to death. Monte- 
zuma said he was powerless, his people had renounced him. 
The only man who could possibly influence the populace and 
obtain food was his brother, Cuitlahuac, whom Cortes held as 
another royal hostage. 

Cuitlahuac was released with instructions to open the market. 
The market was not opened and the prince did not return. He 
became the people's champion, inciting them to rise and finish 
off the white impostors. On the housetops warriors gathered with 
stones and weapons. Again and again they stormed the palace. 
Twice they set fire to the wooden parts of the structure. They 
were killed by the hundreds, but two sprang up for every one 
that fell. 

At last Cortes made a sortie in an effort to rout them and put 
everlasting terror in them. The Aztecs fought in the streets with 
a ferocity that amazed even the captain-general. Because of their 
earlier submission, ordered by Montezuma, he had miscalculated 
their ingrained temper. Though he fired blocks of houses, where 
many civilian inmates were burned to death, his terrorizing did 
not intimidate the Indians. 

Soon the Spaniards were face to face with actual starvation. 
They were more than willing now to depart in peace with their 
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lives and their booty, if the Aztecs would let them go. But the 
brigantines had been burned, and the canals and lakes swarmed 
with armed warriors in canoes. Escape by the causeways would 
be perilous, for if the wooden drawbridges were withdrawn the 
Spaniards could be trapped and captured alive for the human 
sacrifices. 

In his desperation, Cortes turned one last time to Montezuma. 
But the disconsolate monarch was no longer to be beguiled by 
smooth words. In his disgrace he wished only to die. Yet to rid 
his capital of the perfidious white men he consented to ask his 
people to let them go. To give a semblance of former majesty 
to his presence, he resumed again his imperial robes and trap 
pings. As Montezuma appeared on the terrace of the central 
turret, an awed hush fell over the battle-yelling crowd. Out of 
habit they bowed before his sacrosanct figure. Then the emperor 
began to speak of the strangers as his guests. "Let the white men 
depart in peace/' he urged; "return your weapons to the armory." 
The people raised their heads and as one voice roared out against 
him. They reviled him with epithets of "coward," "weakling," 
"woman." One of his own nephews hurled the first stone. Mis 
siles began to fly from every direction. A stone struck Monte- 
zuma's forehead and he fell unconscious to the floor. At the 
sacrilege the mob dispersed in panic. But within an hour they 
had gathered together again to plan sure death for the Spaniards. 

Montezuma lay in physical and mental anguish on his bed. 
He refused to be treated for his wound. He tore the dressing 
away. He would not take nourishment. He begged to be allowed 
to die. 

Cortes racked his brain to devise a way out. He knew the 
Aztecs had long since stopped believing that the Spaniards might 
be descendants of Quetzalcoatl. But in his desperation he tried 
to play on the Indian superstition by storming the war god's 
shrine atop the pyramidsi His soldiers captured two of the priests, 
killed scores of defending Indians, left the shrine in flames. The 
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Aztecs became only the more furious and determined. In a parley 
Cortes made threats as well as promises. His enemies laughed 
scornfully. "Your men are dying of hunger and disease/ 5 they 
cried. "The bridges are destroyed. There is no escape. You shall 
be sacrificed alive to the vengeance of our gods." 

All the food was gone now except scanty corncakes. The men 
were faint with hunger. The rents and breaches in the fortifica 
tions were gaping wider. Little ammunition was left. The con 
fused and disappointed men of Narvaez began wildly to talk 
mutiny. Fear gripped the entire company. Under severe punish - 
ment from the darts and slings of the enemy, the Spaniards tried 
by night to fill with timber and debris the gaps in the canals 
which the drawbridges had spanned. The Indians tore them out 
by day. 

There were agonizing decisions for Cortes to make. To attempt 
to escape in any direction bespoke disaster. Should he abandon 
the treasure completely or try to salvage the cream of it? Again 
he temporized. 

It was the death of Montezuma that accelerated the decision. 
The wound in the emperor's head proved fatal on June thirtieth. 
Cortes and all the captains and all the soldiers who had known 
him wept for him. "Nor is it to be wondered at," said Bernal 
Diaz, "considering how good he was." His death was a major 
misfortune to the Spaniards; they had lost their royal hostage. 
Now they had to make as quick a getaway as possible; the last 
decision was whether the escape was to be attempted by day or 
night. 

Cortes now sought the advice of Botello, "a soldier of respecta 
ble demeanor," who was gifted in astrology. Botello consulted 
the stars and his charts and decreed, "At night, this very night." 
If they delayed another day not one would be left alive. But the 
signs were mixed, malevolent and benevolent. Great trouble and 
sorrow in any case. As Botello read his own personal horoscope 
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he foresaw his own imminent death. "I myself shall not survive 
the night," he said. His prediction proved correct. 

Cortes hastily went about arranging the treasure, while car 
penters finished making a portable drawbridge. The king's fifth, 
mostly in gold and silver bars, was loaded on horses and put 
under strong guard to go through first. When the vast deal of 
undivided treasure lay heaped upon the floor, Cortes called his 
common soldiers and told them to help themselves. But he cau 
tioned them, "The fastest traveler in the night is the one who 
travels lightest." His own men took only what would not weight 
them down. Narvaez's men overloaded themselves. 

When the soldiers were ready to march, a midnight Mass was 
celebrated by Father Olmedo. Then, in the darkness of the early 
morning of July first, in a drizzle of rain, the Spaniards, with 
their thousands of starving Tlascalan allies, emerged stealthily 
from the gate. Porters groaned under the heavy weight of the 
portable drawbridge, which Cortes intended to fit into each of 
the gaps in the causeway as they came to them. The streets were 
so silent, the Spaniards breathed prayers of thanksgiving for 
their deliverance. But the wily Aztecs were not napping. When 
a third of the procession had passed over the drawbridge set into 
the first gap and Cortes himself was on it, a wailing tempest of 
battle cries rose from the waters. Soon the canals became masses 
of slithering war canoes. Drums of stretched snakeskin began to 
sound alarums with barbaric pounding, as arrows and hurtling 
stones began to rain on the fugitives. The portable bridge was 
so tightly wedged by the weight of the passing cannon and cav 
alry that the stoutest soldiers and porters could not dislodge it 
though they ruptured themselves in their frantic bursts of energy. 
Now the whole army was caught on the island beyond the first 
gap. Their retreat was blocked by the oncoming hordes of 
aroused warriors on foot. To the right and left of them the canals 
were choked with boatloads of spear-throwers and archers. 

The Spaniards were caught in the "mousetrap." Disorder broke 
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the ranks. It was every man for himself. Those behind pushed 
those in front. At the second gap all the men except those who 
made it on the backs of horses were forced to swim. Soldiers 
played mortal leapfrog with one another. As Spaniards and Indi 
ans fell wounded their comrades in arms used them as fords 
and crossed on their struggling bodies. From their boats the 
Aztecs would grab the fugitives by the ankles and drag them 
into the water and crack their skulls with war clubs. Some Indi 
ans struggled to haul the Christians alive into their canoes to 
save them for the sacrifices. Amid the savage whoops of venge 
ance and the screams of agony that rent the air rose the softer 
pleas to the Holy Mother for pity's sake. 

Along with the cannon and wagons that dropped into the sec 
ond causeway went most of the treasure, the bales and coffers, 
the gold and the silver. The mas, loosely cemented by the dead 
and the helpless wounded, formed an unstable but passable bridge 
for men behind. At the third breach the horses were encouraged 
back and forth like ferries and many who could not swim clung 
to the manes and tails. 

Cortes's magic voice of command was drowned out in the 
demented noise of battle. Yet he dashed back and forth on horse 
back assisting the hard pressed, rescuing, encouraging. His favo 
rite page was struck down dead by his side. With his own eyes 
he saw the prophesied end of Botello, his astrologer. Marina was 
saved. But all the other concubines except one were lost, and she 
slashed her own way through a mass of Indians with a broad 
sword she had retrieved from a dying soldier. Half of Narvaez's 
men were lost and most of the Tlascalan allies. The golden loot 
in his doublet dragged many an adventurer to muddy death. And 
the cream of the treasure of Montezuma's empire sank in the 
black bottomless ooze never to be recovered. 

The fighting continued until dawn broke. The first glimmer 
of morning light was reflected like myriads of 'fireflies in the 
blades of obsidian glass topping the Indian spears. The canals 
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were still choked with canoes. But the Spaniards who were des 
tined to escape the trap had already reached the mainland to the 
northeast. Alvarado, who had fought like a demon to make up 
for his criminal stupidity in the temple massacre, was the last to 
go over. He had remained on the last island as long as there was 
any living person to be saved. Now, as the Aztecs in their boats 
closed in upon him by water and others came at his back, his 
friends watching from the mainland thought his end had come. 
But the agile Alvarado plunged his long lance deep into the 
brink of the causeway and vaulted through the air. To the amaze 
ment of friend and foe he landed clear on the other brink. The 
distance of the leap has never been accurately ascertained, but 
Bernal Diaz reports that it was impossible for a mortal man to 
make, and he refuses to believe the god-like feat. The site of the 
fabulous leap has been preserved in Mexico City, though filled in 
now as have been the canals. 

Slowly the torn and battered remnant of the army moved on 
away from the lost city. The Aztecs did not pursue them beyond 
the two-mile limit of the causeway, for they had stopped to 
celebrate their triumph, to gather up the discarded Spanish 
weapons, to rescue oddments of spilled treasure. 

At a safer distance beyond the suburb of Tacuba, the Spaniards 
halted to recover their breath and nurse their wounds. Cortes sat 
down and leaned back against the vast trunk of a cypress tree. 
He put his hand over his eyes and frankly wept. It was the first 
time his men had ever seen him weep. This night of June thir 
tieth was the saddest of his crowded life, and in the chronicles 
it has ever since been referred to as la Noche Triste. 

For some hours the aching men, coated with salt ooze and 
coagulated blood, remained in a kind of stupor. The few banners 
that had come through were in shreds. All the artillery, the 
baargasre, and most of the treasure were irretrievably lost. The 

DO O ' ' 

ammunition was exhausted. Not one musket was left. Only the 
battered swords remained for the army's defense. Forty-six of 
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the cavalry were dead, leaving only twenty-three. Four hundred 
and fifty of the Christians had perished. It was the most disas 
trous rout the arms of Spain had sustained in the New World. 

The night had proved lucky and unlucky, as Botello had 
predicted. At least the great captain-general and half his soldiers, 
together with Marina, the interpreter Aguilar, and the invaluable 
shipwright Martin Lopez, had escaped the death trap. But on 
that fateful night posterity, as well as Cortes, sustained a priceless 
loss. All of his papers, including his day-by-day account of the 
conquest from February tenth, 1519, the day he left Cuba, to 
June thirtieth, 1520, were gone. He sighed for this loss, among 
the others. 

But as he leaned inert against the cypress and his breathing 
became more regular, he began to consider what was saved. As 
he remarked the salvage, the flame of his indomitable courage 
revived. Reckoning the damaged blades, the lacerated horses and 
the prostrate, groaning soldiers, the defeated leader began to 
speculate on how he would reconquer the kingdom. 

At length he ordered the famished men to march on and bear 
the incapacitated in litters. There was no succor in any of the 
villages. The inhabitants had left the houses deserted and carried 
off all the foodstuffs. Stalwart soldiers fainted with hunger and 
fatigue. The men gnawed ravenously at cornstalks left standing 
in the fields. They feasted on bits of wounded horse they killed. 
They ate of green gourds. Then in one blessed place they came 
upon thickets of wild cherries that had just ripened. It was 
heaven-sent manna in their extremity. They called a long halt 
and gorged themselves on cherries. 

In their depleted condition they had covered no more than 
thirty miles in seven days. But they felt delivered. Then as they 
wound a circuitous route into the valley of Otumba, to their 
consternation they discovered an enormous host of Aztec war 
riors in full battle array. They had reason to believe their end 
had come when the enemy swooped down upon them. They 
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had nothing with which to defend themselves against the count 
less hordes estimates ran as high as two hundred thousand 
except their hacked swords and their weakened right arms. 

In the fury of the fight, when it seemed that there was not 
the faintest hope for the Spaniards, Cortes, as had Eiisha, closed 
his eyes and called on heavenly aid. On opening them he dis 
covered in the distance the Aztec commander, full panoplied, 
directing the fight from his litter. Following his rule of "Get 
the leader," Cortes passed the word to the nearest cavalrymen 
and they dashed at the Aztec chief, trampling his men in the 
way. The commander's guards were overturned and he himself 
was struck to the ground. 

The cry that their chief was killed passed like a whirlwind 
among the Indians. In panic, they stampeded. Against tremen 
dous odds, Cortes had won again. 

As his men and the remnant of Tlascalans gathered up the 
plunder, the discarded arms and the ornaments torn from the 
dead warriors, Cortes wondered at his reception in Tlascala. He 
feared it might be hostile. But when at last the troops arrived, 
the hill people received them kindly. They fed the famished and 
ministered to the wounded. 

Cortes himself had been wounded in the knee, the hand, and 
twice in the head. Like the doughty fighter in the Scotch ballad 
he had merely paused "to sit and bleed awhile" and then had 
risen to fight again. Surgeons had to remove a piece of split bone 
from the skull. For days he lay desperately ill with a fever. But 
both in and out of delirium he planned the new conquest 

The old cacique of Tlascala was most willing to continue the 
alliance. "We have common injuries to revenge,'* he said. But 
when Cortes was mended enough to walk about he was con 
fronted with a new, grave problem. Disaffection had infected 
the troops. A large proportion demanded to be allowed to return 
to Vera Cruz and ship to Cuba. Again Cortes employed the 



62 Timeless Mexico 

witchery of his tongue to dissuade them. And as he wrote to 
King Charles of his ingrained conviction that "Fortune favors 
the brave/' the winds of fortune blew beneficence from unex 
pected quarters. A vessel sent by the governor of Cuba and filled 
with stores for Narvaez's force arrived at Vera Cruz. Cortes 
beguiled the crews to join with him and appropriated the wel 
come supplies. A second vessel-load of men and stores from Cuba 
was won to his cause. Three ships sent by the governor of 
Jamaica to establish a colony north of Vera Cruz arrived, and 
their men, too, were persuaded to become companions in adven 
ture with Cortes. The captain-general now had a hundred and 
fifty fresh soldiers, twenty new horses, and a stock of arms and 
ammunition. On top of all, a trading ship from the Canaries 
arrived in Vera Cruz offering military supplies for sale. With 
Aztec gold Cortes purchased the ship as well as the arms and 
persuaded the entire crew to join him. 

With the augmented forces to back him he began to win 
over tribes under vassalage to the Aztecs. Those who did not 
succumb to his persuasion fell before the Spanish and Tlascalan 
arms. By mid-December he had done all the necessary conquest 
of neighboring provinces. He had drilled Indians in battle forma 
tions and instructed the newly arrived Spaniards in the special 
sort of warfare they would taste. He prepared for reconquest with 
scrupulous care. As a master stroke, he ordered thirteen brigan- 
tines to be constructed in Tlascala. The war vessels were to be 
transported on Indian shoulders sixty miles over the mountains 
and put together on the shore of Lake Texcoco opposite Tenoch- 
titlan. The gear and rigging from dismantled ships were brought 
up from Vera Cruz. Martin Lopez, the shipwright, instructed 
Indians who had never seen anything larger than a canoe to 
build brigantines. Cortes did not hesitate to conceive other Hercu 
lean tasks. When he found himself short of gunpowder he sent 
a group of cavaliers to the crater on Popocatepetl, where by turns 
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they lowered each other down hundreds of feet into the smoky 
bowels of the volcano to collect sulphur by the bucketful. 

By the end of the year 1520,, Cortes had again amassed an army 
of nine hundred white men and so many thousands of Indians 
that no two chroniclers agree on the aggregate. He had con 
quered every province and tribe between the seacoast and the 
Valley of Anahuac. And when he reached the valley he took the 
towns one by one. He made his headquarters in Texcoco. Iztapa- 
lapan, the city beautiful, where the troops had been entertained 
the night before their first entrance to Tenochtitlan, refused to 
surrender. So the soldiers of Cortes looted and burnt and massa 
cred, but they in turn lost their plunder and barely escaped 
drowning when the dikes were cut and the ruined city was 
flooded. The former lord of Iztapalapan, Cuitlahuac, who had 
led the uprising against the Spaniards and had succeeded Monte- 
zuma on the throne, was not alive to suffer for the loss of his 
lovely city. After a brief reign of four months, he had succumbed, 
not to Spanish might but to a disease hitherto unknown in 
Mexico, which had been brought in by a Negro slave in Narvaez's 
force. It was smallpox. It had spread from Cempaolla across the 
mountains and killed Indians by the thousands, among others 
the great old cacique of Tlascala. 

In the place of Cuitlahuac now reigned Montezuma's nephew, 
a young man of twenty-four named Cuauhtemoc, who was mar 
ried to a daughter of Montezuma. This youthful Aztec was a 
match for Cortes in dauntless spirit. He hated the Christians with 
a diamond-hard fury. He knew it was a fight without quarter, 
so he prepared his defenses with ingenuity and studied care. And 
he ordered every white man taken alive to be sacrificed on the 
altar of the war god. 

Awaiting the arrival of the brigantines, Cortes spent his time 
annoying die Aztecs and blockading their food supply. He car 
ried his blockade as near as Cuernavaca and the vegetable gardens 
of Xochimilco. When the brigantines arrived on human shoul- 



64 Timeless Mexico 

ders the procession took six hours to pass through the main 
street of Texcoco it was a day of triumphant celebration. In 
three weeks the ships were assembled and launched in the three- 
mile canal which had been dug between the town and the lake. 
Cortes was now ready to attack. 

On the twenty-eighth of April, 1521, the captain-general mus 
tered his troops in the plaza of Texcoco. Now, besides tens of 
thousands of Indian fighters, he possessed eighty-seven cavalry 
men and eight hundred and eighteen foot soldiers, of whom 
one hundred and eighteen were arquebusiers and crossbowmen. 
His artillery numbered eighteen pieces. He made a shrewd, in 
spiriting speech, in which in return for valor he held out the 
promise not only of temporal fortune and fame, but immortal 
glory in the life to come. He emphasized the Christian aspect 
of the crusade, and assured the soldiers that Heaven smiled on 
their great quest. 

Cortes's plan was to attack Tenochtitlan from the water and 
three ways by land one by the causeways from Tacuba, one by 
Coyoacan, and one by Chapultepec. He himself took charge of 
the fleet and its three hundred men. The Indian allies were appor 
tioned to the three land captains in detachments that approxi 
mated twenty thousand each. 

On May tenth the march to the various places of attack began. 
First, the aqueduct to Chapultepec that supplied the citizens of 
the capital with fresh drinking water was broken. After destroy 
ing hundreds of war canoes, the brigantines soon had complete 
control of the lake. Except for stray boats that slipped across the 
lake from the mainland in the night, food supplies were cut off. 

The Aztecs had prepared to use the parapets and roofs of the 
houses as fortifications from which to hurl stones and missiles. 
So Cortes ordered the Indian allies to destroy the buildings sec 
tion by section as they gained ground. The breaches in the cause 
way were filled with the debris. The Tlascalans took fiendish 
delight in joining in the work of vandalism, of leveling the prin- 
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cipal structures of their proud enemy. As the palaces of the 
princes were fired and then demolished, Cortes grieved for the 
ruin of "the most beautiful city in the world/* as he called it. 
Each tumbling building took away from his ultimate triumph 
as well as from the value to history. Yet he saw no other way to 
defeat the enraged and stubborn Aztecs, who fought with a 
ferocity that won his admiration. The young Cuauhtemoc re 
vealed in his command the military astuteness and courage that 
had made his ancestors the masters of Mexico. 

But the Aztecs, already weak with malnutrition, were reduced 
to eating insects, tree bark, and the flesh of their fallen comrades, 
while Cortes's men were supplied with plenteous food by their 
Indian allies. And now that the Spaniards seemed to be winning, 
more Indian reinforcements joined them. By Cortes's own esti 
mate, one hundred and fifty thousand warriors came to his aid 
to revenge past grievances against the haughty men of Tenochti- 
tlan. 

Without fresh water, without wholesome food, the Aztec 
strength began to dwindle, though by their spirit the enemy 
could not notice it. Cuauhtemoc saw pestilence spreading among 
his people, who did not have time to bury the festering dead. 
Though he listened to oilers of generous terms of capitulation 
sent by Cortes, Cuauhtemoc had no faith in the words of Chris 
tians. He had witnessed their perfidy. He marveled how his 
brain-sick uncle Montezuma could ever have been so deceived 
by these white fiends of hell as to believe them kinsmen of 
Quetzalcoatl. He determined to carry on the fight as long as his 
warriors had strength to lift their battle arms, even though he 
saw thousands of former vassals in the ranks of the white men. 
Despite certain success, the Spaniards suffered many setbacks. 
Again and again they found themselves in tight places and forced 
to fall back. The materials thrown into the breaches by day would 
be torn out during the night by the Aztecs. Without surcease the 
fight continued on the causeways, on the lake, in the city. Twice 
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Cortes barely escaped death. Once the Aztec warriors actually 
laid hands on him and in the melee he was thrown to the ground, 
while lieutenants fought for his life. In this same engagement 
his chamberlain, while assisting Cortes to his saddle, was seized 
by the enemy and taken off prisoner in a canoe. Along with 
innumerable allies, seventy-two Spaniards were captured and 
rushed off to be sacrificed in the Aztec manner. The horrified 
troops saw their comrades in arms forced to dance naked about 
the idol of the war god, with plumes on their heads and fans in 
their hands. Then they were bent backwards over the convex 
stone, their breasts were ripped open with obsidian knives, and 
their hearts were torn out from the living flesh. The ceremony 
done, their bodies were hurled down the temple steps to be seized 
and eaten by the hungry hordes. The stirring account of the 
ghastly procedure by the eyewitness Bernal Diaz ends with a 
casual masterpiece of understatement: "When I saw the sacrifice 
of our seventy-two countrymen," he writes, "and their hearts 
taken out palpitating and offered to the war god of the Mexicans 
and their legs and arms cut off and eaten, I had a sensation of 
fear." 

When Cuauhtemoc received assurance from the priest that 
Huitzilopochtli would give them victory within a week, the allies 
of Cortes began to desert in the night. But the blockade was not 
relaxed, and the Aztecs within the city began to die of starvation. 
The systematic destruction of the principal buildings went on. 
By the first week in August three-fourths of the capital was in 
ruins. The northwestern corner of the city with the great market 
of Tlateloloc was all that remained intact, and here the Aztec 
forces were concentrated. 

When the week passed and the deserting allies saw that the 
prophecies of Christian defeat had not come true, they began to 
return to the aid of the white men. Now Cortes determined to 
sacrifice the entire city, and he began to fill up the canals with 
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the materials of palace and hut alike. One last time he begged 
Cuauhtemoc to capitulate. He praised his valiance. He promised 
him confirmation of his authority, but under the protection of 
Spain. Yet Cuauhtemoc refused to consider surrender. "We can 
at least die like warriors/' he told his people. 

At last the Spaniards stormed the sacred pyramid in Tlateloloc 
and fired the sanctuaries built of wood. A few days later Cortes 
planted the flag of Castile on the temple top. 

Though citizens dropped from disease and hunger and died 
in their tracks, Cuauhtemoc would not surrender. The siege went 
on. The living lay down to rest on the festering bodies of the 
dead. As Cortes said, "A man could not set foot down unless on 
the corpse of an Indian." The August rains descended and 
brought drinking water, but the wetness alternating with hot 
sun brought quick putrefaction. Spaniards almost fainted at the 
city's stench. In the midst of the horror some of the entrapped 
sufferers became mad with hallucinations. A group of nobles 
sought Cortes and begged him to finish them off and put an end 
to their suffering. But the indomitable young Cuauhtemoc never 
lost his courage. He inspired famished women and hollow-eyed 
children to take up arms in the last attack of the Christians. 
Starving boys and girls threw stones from housetops with all 
their feeble might. 

When Cortes gave up hope of moving Cuauhtemoc, he deter 
mined on the havoc of total defeat. He called on all his forces 
and his brigantines to attack from every possible angle at once. 
On August twelfth cannon roared intermittently, muskets sent 
forth continual fire. The slaughter was so merciless that the dead 
were heaped up in mounds and the blood turned the remaining 
canals the color of wine-dregs. Cortes offered mercy to those 
who would give themselves up. But the Indian enemies of the 
Aztecs, frenzied with excitement of the blood, got completely 
out of hand and butchered women and children as well as men. 
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To stop the carnage, Cortes ordered the trumpeter to sound re 
treat again and again. The estimated dead that day by his own 
report numbered forty thousand. 

The end came the next day, on August thirteenth, the feast 
of Saint Hipolito. When the Aztec ruler still refused to parley, 
after waiting several hours, Cortes gave orders to proceed with 
the carnage. The rumor reached him that Cuauhtemoc was going 
to escape by water. Boats which began pushing off from the shore 
were chased or shot at by the brigantines. One large pirogue 
was pursued by a swift sailer. The Indians rowed with super 
human energy, but the Spanish boat overtook them. The captain 
ordered his men "to level their crossbows." Before they could 
shoot, the young lord, to save his wife and attendants, stood up 
and confessed he was Cuauhtemoc and the prisoner of Cortes. 
"Let no harm come to my followers," he asked. It was a rich 
haul. The foremost nobles of the Aztecs who were still alive were 
among the twenty aboard. 

Cuauhtemoc was brought before Cortes on a house roof gar 
nished for the occasion with red carpets. His presence and his 
dignity excited admiration among the Spaniards. "Cuauhtemoc," 
says the eyewitness Bernal Diaz, "was of noble appearance both 
in person and countenance; his features were rather large and 
cheerful, with lively eyes; his complexion very fair for an Indian." 
The defeated young monarch spoke first. "I have done my best 
to defend my people," he said with profound feeling. Then 
touching the dagger in Cortes's belt, he asked to be rid of life 
at once. 

Cortes gave his word that Cuauhtemoc should be treated with 
all the honor that befitted a valorous warrior. A banquet was 
ordered served on the roof. It was late evening. Dark clouds 
covered the paling sky. Then rain began to fall. That night 
nature completed the Christians' ravages on the Aztec capital. 
A tropical storm rent the valley with fearful thunder-rolls and 
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lightnings, and the wind sent partly demolished buildings crash 
ing to the ground. 

The next morning at Cuauhtemoc's request, the remaining 
Aztecs began their departure from the city. For three days the 
procession of some tens of thousands of dark-skinned wraiths 
made their exits over the various causeways. The white men's 
day had come in the brave new world. 

The savage siege of Tenochtitlan had lasted for almost three 
months. Besides the hordes who died of starvation and pestilence, 
more than a hundred thousand Indians had fallen in battle on 
both sides. The Christians had lost a hundred of their men. 

Never in history had the dissolution of an important civiliza 
tion been so thoroughly and quickly wrought as in the conquest 
of Mexico by the little band of Spanish adventurers. No con 
queror's record is more remarkable than that of Cortes. His con 
quest was successful not primarily because of its Catholic faith, 
as de Madariaga says though belief in heaven's auspices did play 
an indispensable part but because of other more significant fac 
tors. On the material side were the horses and the superior arms 
and military discipline. There was Cortes's genius for organiza 
tion, and beyond that his superb gift for diplomatic subterfuge. 
On the metaphysical side were Aztec superstition, their half- 
belief in the white gods, and their monarch's fatalistic acceptance 
of his country's doom. If Montezuma's brother, Cuitlahuac, had 
been on the throne, Cortes and his men would doubtless have 
perished at their first entrance into Tenochtitlan, for Cuitlahuac 
had urged his bewildered brother to mobilize his forces and 
destroy the intruders without delay. 

The really decisive factor of the conquest was the division 
among the Indians themselves and the eager Fifth Columnists 
within the tribes. The vassal people oppressed by the tyranny of 
the Aztecs were ready to do anything to humble their hated 
overlords. Cortes skillfully marshaled Indian against Indian, just 
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as revolutionary patriots and foreign exploiters have recurrently 
done since. It was the aid lent to Cortes by the tens of thousands 
of Indian allies that finally wrought the ruin of the Aztec nation. 
' Yet taking into consideration every factor, profane or sacred, of 
chance or of design, the conquest of Mexico remains unparalleled 
in history. 



5- Treasure Hunt and Phantoms 

"I have labored hard and have staged all in 
this undertaking for the love of God and re- 
nown the noblest recompense of man." 



HERNAN CORTES 



When the peace came, the Spaniards celebrated dnmkenly in the 
midst of the spectred ruins. They postponed division of the spoils 
until the Indian allies departed for their homes, rejoicing in the 
downfall of the men of Tenochtitlan. These Indians did not 
suspect the terrible thing they had done to their race. Few had 
the wit to note the paradox by which they had put themselves, 
as well as their defeated foe, under the foreign yoke. 

After the loot was assessed and divided, a howl of protest rose 
from the common soldiers. Each had expected a grandee's wealth 
for himself and what he got "was not worth stooping for." As 
they demanded more, they began a treasure hunt that tore up 
floors, dragged the lake, exhumed the dead. They accused Cortes 
of perfidy, of holding back valuables, of secret understanding 
with Cuauhtemoc. The muttering against him grew so menacing 
that to pacify the disgruntled men Cortes did the most unfor 
givable act of his life. To satisfy them as to whether or not 
Cuauhtemoc and the king of Tacuba possessed undivulged treas 
ure, he allowed the Aztec nobles to be put to torture. Before a 
slow fire the royal feet were roasted in an agony prolonged by 
the anointment of oil. Cuauhtemoc had no revelation whatever 
to make. He endured the excruciating pain with extraordinary 
fortitude, and when his elder companion groaned aloud in an 
guish, the young man reproved him by saying, "Do you think 
I myself am enjoying the pleasure of my bath?" 

71 
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In the meantime, out of the basic materials of ruined Tenochti- 
tlan Cortes began the construction of the City of Mexico. First 
he had the aqueduct restored so there would be plenty of water 
for drinking and cleansing and mortar mixing. Then he divided 
the area into plots for churches, for monasteries, for public build 
ings and plazas. On the very site of the temple of the war god 
a cathedral dedicated to Saint Francis was begun, the foundations 
laid with the stones of broken idols. One of the corners of the 
great square was reserved for a Franciscan monastery, to be 
erected. Cortes built himself a mansion on the plaza where Mon- 
tezuma's palace had stood. Along the main thoroughfare the 
Spanish officers built houses of stone with beams of. cedar. To the 
Indians they returned within two months was given the dis 
trict of Tlateloloc around the site of the old market for their 
dwellings. 

In the years immediately following the surrender, Cortes 
proved his masterly qualities of organization and administration 
as well as initiative, daring, and diplomacy. In searching for tin 
to use as an alloy with copper for cannon, he discovered iron 
deposits, of whose use the natives knew nothing. And, more sig 
nificantly, he discovered new rich veins of silver. 

By blandishments or force of arms he began to bring hostile 
tribes into line. He found it rewarding to invite envoys of distant 
tribes to visit him and his new capital, where he dazzled their 
eyes with Spanish pageantry, treated them to sham fights, and 
their first sight of prancing horses. He feasted them with Spanish 
cookery and pressed heady wine upon them. At length, in amia 
ble befuddlement, they promised to receive with open arms what 
ever colonists he might desire to settle in their domains. 

Over the whole face of Mexico the Spaniards began to establish 
their homes. They became squires of vast areas and masters of 
hordes of workmen under the vicious repartimiento system, 
which virtually enslaved the Indians. Agriculture, in greater or 
less degree, was compulsory according to the extent of the grant. 
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Cortes urged the crown to require all vessels leaving Spain for 
Mexico to bring European seeds and vines. He introduced sugar 
cane and raised it on his estate at Cuernavaca where he estab 
lished the first sugar mill on the continent. He imported the olive 
as well as the grape, and oranges and almonds, which were not 
native to the New World. He established a series of inns between 
Vera Cruz and the capital, and even prescribed how the pigs and 
poultry were to be kept separate from the horses, so that the 
mangers should be clean. He constructed a hospital, the Hospital 
of Jesus, not far from his original meeting place with Montezuma, 
and in his will he provided for it in perpetuity. Besides the horse 
and hog and the chicken, Cortes brought the first cows and sheep 
to the New World. 

To encourage domestic morality or, at least, give it a face 
value all married settlers were ordered to bring their wives to 
New Spain within a year and a half. Bachelor estate owners were 
obliged to marry within the same length of time or lose title to 
their property. Many chose the Indian girls with whom they 
were then living. Cortes, practicing what he preached, sent to 
Cuba for his wife that Catalina Suarez whom he had wed to 
get to lead the expedition to Mexico. He was far from jubilant 
at her coming, but on her arrival she was treated like one of the 
great ladies of the world. As wife of the supreme conquistador, 
Catalina walked about in an incredible dream for three months. 
Then one evening, "in smiling health," she attended a banquet, 
and the next day she was dead. 

Along with the wives from Spain came shiploads of artisans 
to whom Indians were apprenticed so that they might learn use 
ful skills. With their aptitude for imitation the Indians soon 
became proficient. 

Cortes attempted to curb not only gambling, but also extrava 
gance among die settlers. A decree was passed prohibiting the 
dressing in brocades and velvets for all except men of special 
rank. However, the captain-general himself continued privately 
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to indulge his own desire for gambling, and he dressed with the 
richness that befitted his position. 

To carry out the holy aspects of the conquest, Cortes requested 
the king to send him a band of Franciscan brothers to convert 
the heathen and to impress upon them the virtues of humility 
and obedience. The friars were eminently successful, for the pov 
erty of their dress and their bare feet had a profound influence 
on the Indians. And the good men made wholesale conversions 
and began to establish small schools about the land. 

While Cortes was struggling to settle New Spain on a sound 
and forward-looking basis, at the court in old Spain the intrigues 
against him waxed viciously. As his influence and power in 
creased, so did his enemies. 

Meanwhile, conquesting forays and explorations went on. 
Cortes himself built a squadron and explored the coastal territory 
of the Pacific, ever hopeful of finding the real El Dorado, which, 
for all its bounty, Mexico was definitely not. Hearing of a land 
to the south so rich in gold that common fishermen "used golden 
weights on their nets," he sent an expedition under Cristobal 
de Olid to follow the gleam. In Honduras, de Olid decided to 
carve out a realm for himself and renounced the authority of 
his master, as Cortes himself had renounced that of Velasquez. 

On October twelfth, 1524, with a large and well equipped 
force augmented "by musicians, a buffoon, a juggler, and a pup 
peteer," Cortes went after de Olid. He took along the hopelessly 
lamed Cuauhtemoc and his companion in torture, the king of 
Tacuba. 

Everything went wrong with the expedition. It was as if the 
presence of Cuauhtemoc with his charred feet a constant re 
minder to Cortes of his broken pledge and his cruelty put a 
blight on the venture. Ever since the disgraceful foot-burning 
episode, Cortes had kept the closest watch on Cuauhtemoc be 
cause he feared an Indian uprising. He took him on horseback 
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when he went riding or had him carried in a chair when he went 
walking a considerable distance. His distrust of Cuauhtemoc 
seemed subtly mixed with his own bad conscience, as if he must 
needs have his victim at his side like a burr to prick and sting 
him. 

In Tabasco the Spaniards were obliged to cross fifty little rivers 
within a hundred miles and construct bridges for each of them. 
Their supplies gave out completely. They got lost in jungles so 
thick that they could not see the sun at noon. They bogged down 
in swamps. Guides deserted, and Indian auxiliaries dropped and 
died of starvation. 

In the midst of the misery, it was reported on flimsy evidence 
that Cuauhtemoc had formed a conspiracy to massacre the white 
men. The young man stoutly denied the accusation. Neverthe 
less, Cortes decreed execution. Cuauhtemoc and the cacique of 
Tacuba were hanged together on a limb of a giant ceiba tree. 
The last words of the young king were to be remembered by 
Cortes until death. "I knew what it was to trust your false prom 
ises from the first," the Indian said. "I knew you intended this 
fate for me. Your God will demand of you why you killed me 
so unjustly." As he glanced down on his ruined feet, the neck 
of the kst of the Aztec rulers was broken. 

The killing of Cuauhtemoc did not rid Cortes of either his 
difficulties or his bad conscience. He knew that most of his men 
thought he had done wrong. His sleep was tormented. He would 
rise from his pallet and pace about in the night. Once in the 
darkness he walked off a stone platform, dropped twelve feet 
and suffered a concussion of the brain. 

Some spark of genius had gone out in the great commander. 
He was no longer so astute in his decisions and judgments. His 
magnificent physical strength and endurance had passed their 
zenith. He could not stand grueling hardship with such fortitude 
as formerly. For the first time ill his life he became moody and 
irritable. 
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Shortly after the end of Cuauhtemoc, Cortes gave up Marina 
forever. For five of the most exciting years any woman in history 
has ever lived, Marina had been the conqueror's devoted com 
panion. She had been his very voice. Without her guardian angel- 
ship, Cortes might have failed in his conquest. In her native 
province of Coatzacoalcos, through which the expedition passed, 
he left her and endowed her "with great estates" after giving 
her in marriage to one of his cavaliers, Juan Xamarillo. Their 
natural son, Martin, had remained with his nurse in Mexico. 
(If the boy ever saw his mother again, history does not record 
it.) Marina herself was still hardly more than a girl, barely 
twenty-one. But from childhood her life had been one of ex 
traordinarily romantic adventure, and she remains the most 
famous woman of the Indian race, even if she was unwittingly 
the first Fifth Columnist in the New World. There is no parallel^ 
to her case in history, where a girl shares so intimately the vicissi 
tudes and triumphs of her warrior lover. Though her earthly 
record after twenty-one is a blank, in the Indian folk tales Marina 
has become the white phantom, Llorona, "the one who weeps." 
She is said to move like a white mist through the night, a restless 
soul for eternity, wailing softly for having betrayed her race to 
the Spaniards. 

After Cortes set Marina aside, the sufferings and privations 
of the expedition became worse. Finally, after seven of the most 
ghastly months any men, Christian or heathen, ever endured, the 
survivors, half crazed with fevers and starvation, reached the 
Spanish colony on the Golfo Dolce to find the settlement suffer 
ing from famine. Yet Cortes, with his indomitable optimism, 
began to plan exploratory expeditions through the swamps, as 
preparation for the conquest of Nicaragua. 

But disturbing news from Mexico reached him and changed 
his course. Two of his appointees had seized power and set them 
selves up as rulers. They had given out that he was dead, had 
held ceremonial funeral services and divided his estates among 
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fellow conspirators. Twice Cortes set sail to claim his own, and 
twice he was shipwrecked. A tropical fever then laid him low. 
He became cadaverously thin and so profoundly despondent that 
he ordered his burial robe. When his companions had despaired 
of his life, a letter from his favorite captain, "Son" Sandoval, 
rallied his spirits. He rose from his bed and sent word he was 
returning. 

It was almost five months before he reached the capital, where 
he was treated to a fanatical ovation. Once more he took charge 
of affairs in Mexico, but he was never quite the same again. The 
old stamina and zest were gone. Arch-enemies close by and at 
the Spanish court continued to eat at his reputation as termites 
do in timber. But he knew one happy month of supreme com 
mand. Then in July he learned that the Spanish sovereign had 
deputed others to take over his great office. He retired in high 
dudgeon to his beautiful place in Coyoacan, where others among 
his loyal captains had built themselves mansions. 

Two years later the king allowed Cortes to return to Spain. 
At the court he summoned up his old-time charm and captivated 
them all. He refuted the calumnies with consummate skill. Bask 
ing in the royal favor and recounting the incredible stories of 
the conquest with easy art, Cortes became the man of the year. 
He handled himself and his case so well that the king bestowed 
on him the tide his heart craved. He was created Marques del 
Valle de Oaxaca. Besides considerable estates in the capital of 
Mexico and at Cuernavaca, he was assigned so much territory 
in the province of Oaxaca that his possessions embraced "twenty 
towns and hamlets and twenty-three thousand vassals." He was 
also proclaimed "Captain-General of New Spain and the Coasts 
of the South Sea," and he was to rule over such new lands as he 
would explore and colonize. But nothing could persuade the 
king to entrust Cortes with the government of New Spain, which 
he had won for the mother country. 
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Now forty-five, rich, famous, ennobled, Cortes was eminently 
eligible as a husband for a daughter of one of Spain's best 
families. He chose for his bride the niece of that nobleman, the 
Duke of Bejar, who had supported him at court through all the 
calumnies. Juana de Zuniga, daughter of the Count de Aguilar, 
was a young girl of indifferent charm but considerable spirit, and 
in her veins flowed the royal blood of Navarre. In the spring of 
1530, with his bride, his aged mother, and a princely retinue, 
Cortes set out for New Spain. 

Though he was received everywhere with joyous demonstra 
tions by the people, even by the Aztecs of the capital who poured 
out to greet him at Texcoco, Cortes was not to know content 
ment. He chafed at not having control of the government. He 
quarreled with the audiencia and indignantly left the capital. For 
a while he pursued the delights and endured the trials of a gen- 
deman farmer. Besides sugar cane, he cultivated mulberry trees, 
imported silk worms and instructed the Indians in their culture 
and the making of silk. He made a real success of agriculture. 
But at heart he was an explorer and a conqueror, and he could 
not stay at peaceful pursuits long, although he had an heir now 
also named Martin, like his bastard son by Marina to inspire 
the acquisition of a greater fortune. Soon he was building ships 
and exploring the Pacific coast. He went on expeditions by land 
and sea, and though what he found was good for cartographers 
and Spain, it profited nothing for him. After nine years of ship 
building and of equipping expeditions, he had spent three hun 
dred thousand castellanos of gold, pawned his wife's jewels, and 
was deep in debt. 

By 1538 Cortes was asking the king to relieve him "in order 
that he might live." With his power and prestige mere relics 
of their former high estate, he set sail for Spain in 1540 to lay 
his problems before the sovereign in person. He was never to 
return to Mexico. 
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When he arrived in Europe, accompanied by his legitimate 
ten-year-old son Martin and his illegitimate son Martin, almost 
a man now, Cortes was received with a show of warmth. But 
when it came to a settlement of his affairs his case was handled 
with cool formality. In the end he realized he was entirely out 
side the radius of royal benediction. Like Columbus and Balboa 
and other great discoverers and conquerors who had played lead 
ing parts in the drama of Spain's glory, Cortes found himself at 
the end of his life relegated to a distinctly minor role. When an 
expedition was sent against Algiers he volunteered to accompany 
it. But when affairs were going badly in the siege, the great 
strategist was not even asked to attend the council. Once when 
he thought aloud how his stalwart soldiers from New Spain 
could easily have taken the Algerian fortress, he was greeted 
with supercilious smiles and the reply that he would find the 
Moors a more formidable foe than a bunch of naked savages. 

With his prestige shrunk almost to persona non grata dimen 
sions, after waiting in anterooms for years, Cortes determined 
to return once more to Mexico. Broken in spirit, he made his 
farewells to gentlemen who wished him God-speed with lip- 
courtesy only. On his journey to the ship he was stricken. The 
legitimate Martin, now seventeen, removed his father to the vil 
lage called Castillo de la Cuesta. Here on December second, 1547, 
in his sixty-third year, Hernan Cortes died. His body reposed in 
the monastery at San Isidro for a time, until Martin had it sent 
across the sea for burial in Texcoco. Thence it was moved to 
various places in and about Mexico City. Where his bones lie 
today no one knows, just as no one can say with assurance 
whether the mortal remains of Christopher Columbus repose in 
Cuba or Santo Domingo. The great discoverer and the great 
conqueror, who both loved nothing better than to dare the un 
charted and to test the mystery of things, continued their earthly 
travels after death and left unsolved riddles in their wake. 
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Cortes, more than Columbus, was the superb epitome of his 
age. Though he possessed the defects of his brilliant qualities and 
some of the bad as well as good manifestations of the times in 
which he lived, he is one of the world's indisputable heroes. 



PART TWO 
COLONIAL NEW SPAIN 



6. Spain Builds and Mexico Drowses 

"No country in the world has ever been so 
completely ruined as Spain by the avoidable 
faults and jollies of its governors!' 

DAVID HUME 

The men who conquered Mexico were not allowed to rule the 
land they had won. New Spain, as the land was now called, was 
administered by a bureaucracy appointed by the crown. First 
there was an audiencia f and then in 1535 arrived Antonio de 
Mendoza as the first viceroy. From this date until the achieve 
ment of independence in 1821, New Spain was governed by for 
eign-born viceroys. The colonists had virtually nothing to say 
about their own government. 

Mendoza was one of the very best in the long line of rulers, 
mainly indifferent and bad. He was able and conscientious, 
cautious and just, and even progressive. It was he who sent the 
first colony of Spaniards from Mexico to Manila across the Pacific. 
He was wise enough to leave the Indian villages under the ad 
ministration of the Indian caciques, each village to retain its com 
munal acreage or ejido, which was at length legally established 
at something like ten square miles. In 1536 a public mint was 
established, and later in the year the first institution of higher 

learning in the New World. 

81 
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If New Spain had been ruled by a series of Mendozas, the 
colonial state would have had a very different record. But in the 
twenty-eight decades following there were few among the vice 
roys whose names are even worth remembering. Most of them 
came solely to line their pockets for the homeward voyage. They 
lived in regal splendor and ruled like absolute monarchs, account 
ing only to a sovereign five thousand miles away. And for almost 
three centuries the Spanish crown made the dependence of 
Mexico on the mother country as complete as possible. 

To Cortes's men had been given extensive tracts of land and 
a quantity of Indians to work for them in field or in mine under 
the encomienda system practiced in Cuba and Hispaniola. The 

wording of the grant encomienda read thus: "Unto you, , 

are given in trust, under chief , with the chief, so many 

Indians, for you to make use of in your farms and mines; and 
you are to teach them the things of the holy Catholic faith." But 
the hardened soldiers were far less zealous in pious instruction 
than in grinding out money from native labor. Some of the war- 
scarred adventurers stayed at home overseeing the running of 
their new estates and laying the foundations of the future aristoc 
racy of Mexico. But many, lured by rumors of richer kingdoms 
to despoil, went off conquesting afresh, and left the management 
to stewards. 

While Cortes was wasting his wealth in fitting out fruitless 
squadrons on the Pacific, other conquistadores were nosing to 
the north. The mountainous territory above Mexico City was 
still largely unexplored and unconquered. Some of the natives 
only a few days' march beyond the capital were nomadic savages. 
The tribes in the Zacatecas mountains refused to be subjugated 
and proved the ruin of many an expedition sent out against them. 
But, stimulated by tall tales of riches, the Spaniards pushed on. 
To rid themselves of the ravaging invaders, the Indians would 
point to some fantastic region of gold and precious stones, to the 
north, the north-east, the north-westalways beyond. Francisco 
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Vasquez de Coronado, who had started out magnificently 
equipped not only with Spaniards and Indian allies but with a 
thousand hbrses and great flocks of sheep and droves of cattle, 
conquered the Indians of New Mexico and reached as far as the 
plains of Kansas. But he returned with empty hands and a sadly 
reduced force. The cattle had been lost along the way to multi 
ply and to form the basis of future fortunes in the limitless pas 
tures of Sonora and Chihuahua^ 

While attempting to subdue the Zacatecans, Spaniards discov 
ered extraordinarily rich deposits of silver in 1548. Soon they 
were building a road to transport the silver to Mexico City, As 
other silver mines were found, the white men began enslaving 
more and more Indians to work in the mines. The baptizing 
friars could not save their converts from the killing fate of beasts 
of burden under inhuman loads and inhuman treatment. As the 
Indians died like flies, their places had to be constantly filled, 
and slave hunting became something like a sport. Along with 
work too heavy to be endured, the natives suffered from new 
diseases the Europeans had brought smallpox, tuberculosis, and 
influenza. To escape the pains and dangers of the white man's 
civilization many Indians preferred to flee to mountain or jungle 
and live as isolated savages. 

Never in any other period of history did daring youths have 
such opportunities to test their mettle. Shiploads of younger sons 
came out from Spain for the sport, and many a rakish ne'er-do- 
well learned to endure rank hardship. The "youngest conquista 
dor," Francisco de Ibarra, was made governor of all northwest 
Mexico at the age of sixteen. Zestfully he set forth to find silver 
and subdue natives who opposed the Spanish rule. For twenty 
years he roamed and ranged. Though the precious stuff he found 
was paltry, he and some of his fellows made fortunes out of the 
wild herds descended from Coronado's strayed cattle. 

Throughout New Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen 
turies, spasmodic rebellions continued to break out. Punitive 
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expeditions were ever and again on the march. The troublesome 
Indians who were caught were branded on the face and sold as 
slaves. Many of them changed masters often, and with each ex 
change they had the hot iron applied with a different marking. 
Some of them had so many scars of letters and symbols that the 
entire face was written upon, and, as one chronicler said, "they 
carried their history on their countenances." 

All during the subjugations and explorations, Franciscan and 
Dominican brothers pursued their work of conversion. Two 
priests reported that they had baptized and anointed more than 
fourteen thousand Indians in five days and declared that it was 
"very exhausting work." In friendly Tlascala, three priests 
claimed with considerable exaggeration to have baptized over 
a million Indians during their sojourn among the hill people. 

The more sagacious of the church fathers were quite aware 
that conversion came too easily. But if the new attitude was 
really pagan at heart, they argued, it would come right in time. 
Wherever possible the clergy set up their churches on sites of 
heathen temples where the people had been wont to congregate. 
And on feast days it was not altogether unseemly for Indians to 
pay passing tribute to their dethroned divinities, while making 
obeisance to the saints of the new religion. Whenever the Indians 
could transmute and fuse ancient symbolism with new, the priests 
with their shrewd psychology never said them nay. For the na 
tives to identify the Holy Ghost with the sacred eagle of the 
Aztecs was quite natural and pardonable. It was better, the 
priests reasoned, that they should be gently weaned away from 
false gods. But now today, after four centuries, the Indians have 
not completely renounced pagan adoratpou _ 

Yet within a decade after the conquest the understanding 
fathers granted the Indians their own special protectress, a Virgin 
who performed a miracle for the most humble of men. On the 
hill of Tepayac at Guadalupe, a few miles from the capital, had 
once stood a temple to the gentle Indian goddess of corn called 
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Tonantzin, who preferred sacrifices of doves and pigeons to 
human beings. An Indian, renamed Juan Diego, who had 
listened to doctrines explained in simple language by the Fran 
ciscans, was signally honored by this appearance of the true 
Holy Mother. She intercepted him as he crossed by the mountain 
of Tepayac and told him to inform the Bishop Zumarraga that 
she desired a church erected on the spot. The bishop was not 
impressed, and asked for some token from the Virgin. When 
she appeared next time before Juan Diego and he demanded a 
sign, she told him to go to the top of the barren mountain and 
gather an armful of roses. But he reminded her that this was 
the twelfth of December, and nothing but cactus had ever grown' 
on the mountain top even in May. Nevertheless, he obeyed and 
found the roses. On his return the Virgin wrapped the blossoms 
in his tilma, or mantle, and sent him to the prelate. When he 
came into the bishop's presence, he loosed one end of the tilma 
and the roses fell to the floor between them. But what astounded 
the bishop was an image of the Holy Mother painted on the 
coarse cheap cloth. There she stood in the curve of a moon in a 
pale golden aura, her pink gown dusted with gold, and the 
expression on her face exceedingly sweet. How the painting 
came about the bishop could not or would not say, but when he 
had taken counsel with himself and others a miracle was pro 
claimed. Soon was begun the construction of a beautiful church 
in honor of the patroness of the Indians. It paid blessed divi 
dends. The Virgin of Guadalupe did more to reconcile the 
Indians to the Christian conquest than any other agency. When 
one of the intellectual churchmen of the end of the eighteenth 
century had the temerity to deny the miracle in public, he was 
exiled for thirty years for his lack of tact. 

In towns and villages and sometimes even in a wilderness, 
almost immediately after the conquest, the friars began building 
great churches of stone. As soon as an Indian was Christianized 
his labor was commandeered to help to build a place of worship. 



86 Timeless Mexico 

Without benefit of beasts to draw loads, the natives formed 
lines like rural bucket-brigades for firefighting and passed the 
great stones by man to man from quarry to church site. 

Besides saving souls and building churches, the indefatigable 
friars strove to educate their dark charges. Perhaps the most 
remarkable in education among the Franciscan teachers was a 
friar named Pedro de Gante. He came from Ghent in August, 
1522. This begging friar had royal blood in his veins, being 
related illegitimately to the Emperor Charles V. At Texcoco he 
established himself and immediately began to study the Aztec 
language. By 1524 perhaps through secret imperial patronage, 
since the Franciscans declined state subsidies Father Gante was 
able to create a school large enough to instruct a thousand In 
dian children at a time. Here besides the catechism the pupils 
learned to read and write in Spanish and to reckon. Some with 
proper aptitude were taught drawing and music. Some were 
instructed in weaving and leather work after the Spanish models. 
Others were trained in masonry and carpentry. Father Gante 
himself is recorded as teaching sculpture and painting. When 
they had finished their simple courses of instruction these Indian 
youths were sent abroad in the land to teach others and to help 
in the construction of churches, convents, and schools. 

Artisans from Spain had been imported not only to ply their 
trades but to teach the Indians the Spanish skill. The Indians 
learned so quickly that the Spaniards at length refused to teach 
them since the amount of their own wage went down. Often 
the friars themselves were the sole teachers of crafts. The most 
famous among these beneficent clergymen was Vasco de Quiroga, 
who settled at the picturesque lake town of Patzcuaro and later 
became the first bishop of Michoacan. In 1533 Quiroga wrote 
of the Tarascans: "They own things as one another and these 
men of nature do not have, and never had, king or master over 
them, nor hereditary successor, but designate him by election 
and there are not true slaves or serfs among them." This good 
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intellectual, who had read Sir Thomas More, experimented with 
his own Utopian ideas, and aimed to order society so that the 
Indians might live "without need, insecurity or laziness, and 
removed from danger and infamy." The bishop was an inspirit 
ing pastor to his flock, which had been dismayed by the bru 
tality of the vicious administrator Nufio de Guzman, who tied 
their Tarascan chief to the tail of a horse and dragged him 
over the rocks before burning him, Quiroga encouraged one 
special kind of trade or industry in each separate village for the 
benefit of all. So agreeable is custom to the Mexican Indian that 
after four centuries the same trades are pursued in the same vil 
lages. Tourists today visit them and take note. In Uruapan, the 
finest lacquer ware in the hemisphere is still made, and the 
formula of the varnish is yet a secret. In Parocho the Indians 
still specialize in guitars. In Santa Clara they produce copper 
ware; in Tzintzuntzan, pottery; in Teremando, shoes. In Capula, 
the natives work in wood; in San Felipe, in iron. And in the 
town of Cocupao, renamed Quiroga after the good bishop, they 
pride themselves on painted boxes. Though he died in 1556, 
Quiroga's memory is still revered by the Indians today. 

Another zealous friend of the Indians was that staunch enemy 
of imperialism, Father Bartolome de las Casas, who believed that 
all aggression was evil except that which was evangelical. By 
word and by pen he insisted that the sole purpose of expedi 
tionary forces should be to convert the heathen to Christianity. 
His idealism was not altogether without influence on the Em 
peror Charles, but Spain was far away and the monarch's com 
mands were winked at by his avaricious agents. However, Las 
Casas was largely responsible for the new law of 1542 by which 
encomiendas could not be inherited. Stirred by Las Casas, the 
Spanish crown sought from time to time, even after his death, 
to restrain abuse of the Indians, but the protective laws were 
usually ignored or circumvented. 

The colonization by the British in North America was some- 
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thing quite different from that of the Spanish, in motive and 
manner. The Englishmen who first settled along the Atlantic 
seaboard came as neither gold seekers nor missionaries. They 
came to save their own skins and to worship God in their own 
way. They set forth as pioneers to carve new homes out of a 
wilderness. But they showed far less concern for the preservation 
of the Indian than did the Spaniard, who set up his house in the 
midst of the Indian population, for convenience and exploitation. 
The Englishmen cheated the nomadic redskins out of their 
lands for jugs of rum and pushed them farther and farther in 
land from the coast. Those they did not exterminate the Ameri 
cans finally corralled in reservations. There was scarcely any 
inter-racial marriage. On the other hand, many of the Spaniards 
who first settled in Mexico married Indian girls. Others cohabited 
promiscuously with natives. For better or worse, Spain brought 
forth a new race, the fusion of Iberian blood with native Indian, 
called the mestizo. One thing is certain, that the mixed-blood 
people bore in their hearts the seeds of conflicting emotions and 
potential future explosions. From the beginning, however, the 
Spaniard in Mexico seemed to regard the native masses princi 
pally as work beasts. The Indian's inferiority and lack of ability 
were taken as matters of fact. The Spanish policy in general was 
to stifle native talents and to keep him in a state of physical, 
mental, and spiritual subjection. 

Yet one cannot discount what Spain did in creative building 
and organization. It is to her everlasting credit that, with the 
marvelous help of her early friars, she laid a kind of luster on 
colonial Mexico. It is true the Aztecs had achieved a compara 
tively high civilization. But the conquest of the New World was 
inevitable, and the Spanish were energetic colonizers as well as 
great conquerors. Without that influx of Iberian blood and energy 
and gift for architecture, Mexico would be minus a patina that 
makes it one of the most evocative lands in the world. In all the 
Western Hemisphere only in the city of Lima did civilization 
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approach such, a scale of grandeur as colonial Mexico knew in 
the eighteenth century. Significantly, it was in those two coun 
tries, Peru and Mexico, that the native culture of the pre-Colum 
bian era reached its most brilliant flowering, as blood-soaked and 
sinister as both were. 

Almost like magic, throughout Mexico, towns with churches 
and plazas to last for generations began to occupy the sites of 
native villages. The early Spanish architects, both ecclesiastical 
and mundane, seemed to have planned for the delectation of 
posterity. At first the churches and monasteries and even private 
homes possessed qualities akin to fortresses. And then after sub 
jugations were completed came a lavish outpouring of decora 
tion. Only in architecture did "the two somnolent centuries," 
following the energetic sixteenth, contribute much to the lasting 
glory of Mexico. But in that branch of creative art the heritage 
is uncommonly opulent. And there the Indian was allowed to 
make consummate use of his talent. Both fagades and interiors 
of the magnificent, solid Spanish conceptions were overwrought 
with memorials of Indian ingenuity. 

Cities beautiful, such as Oaxaca and Morelia, took form, softly 
luminous with the green or pinkish stone of their regions. Streets 
with gracious mansions stretched out longer. Boulevards were 
widened and enriched with planting. Aqueducts paraded in 
great, chained arches into the cities, bringing spectacular beauty 
along with water from the heights. A profusion of flowering 
shrubs was set out to grace fountained patios. Plazas and green 
parks for refreshment of body and spirit became as customary 
as the town wells. Everywhere the eye looked there were great 
churches to dramatize the religion of the simple Nazarene. By 
the end of the eighteenth century Mexico had some ten thousand 
Christian churches. The great, well ordered piles of pink or dove 
gray or mushroom yellow stone, with their heaven-ascending 
towers, gave the variegated Mexican landscape a kind of charac- 
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teristic Spanish harmony and a richness that made the United 
States seem raw and homespun beside it. 

There is significant truth in Sylvester Baxter's remark that 
"New Spain never experienced the long period of colonial sim 
plicity of the English possessions. . . . Thanks to the startling 
energy of the conquerors, greedy for wealth and power, ani 
mated at the same time by a profound faith, the New Spain 
became flourishing within a few years." 

As time went on, silver in greater and greater quantities was 
dug from the bowels of the hills. Indians sweated, groaned, and 
died in increasing numbers under the strain, as individual Span 
iards made tremendous fortunes. By 1750 the yield from the 
silver mines was reckoned at more than thirteen million pesos 
annually. Towards the end of the eighteenth century Humboldt 
remained for weeks at Moran and Real del Monte, inspecting 
the methods of mining. "The hardest part of the work," he 
wrote, "was performed by the native Indians, who carried the 
metals out on their backs, in loads of from two hundred and 
fifty to three hundred and fifty pounds at a time, ascending and 
descending thousands of steps of an inclination of forty-five de 
grees, where the air was from seventy-one to seventy-three degrees 
[centigrade]." Better off by far were the peons who cultivated 
the corn and cotton for the great plantation owners. 

In the eighteenth century the country estate became a focus of 
social life as well as an economic factor. Certain idle society 
groups spent their time revolving about a series of house parties. 
But the hacienda had never quite the significance of an ante 
bellum Southern plantation home in the United States. In the 
South the owner and his family usually lived on the plantation, 
scorning the more vulgar civilization of the towns. In Mexico 
the plantation owners generally lived in the cities and went out 
to the plantation for a holiday, for the shooting, or the country 
air. The management of the estate was rarely a burden on the 
hacendado. An overseer ran the place, and his job was to extract 
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as much labor as possible from the peons. The peons' welfare was 
rarely considered as was that of the Negro slaves of the better 
Southern plantations. The vicious absentee-landlord system, 
which has been the curse of all Latin America, became more 
and more accepted. 

During the colonial period, almost all of the important offices 
went to Spaniards from Spain, who came merely with the intent 
of acquiring money. And Spanish business men, too, had no 
original intention of remaining longer than to gain the sum they 
had set their hearts on. But many found the life so much easier 
and less competitive in Mexico than in Spain that they remained. 
A new social order emerged. 

Yet within two generations after the conquest a Spaniard 
cobbler or mule driver just over from Europe would set himself 
up as superior to a Mexican-born Spaniard. The haughty Span 
iards came to be called gachupines, "men who wear spurs." The 
descendants of the Spaniards who were born in Mexico were 
known as cnollos. These Creoles were of pure white blood. The 
gachupin held himself socially superior to the criollo, who in 
turn felt immoderately above the mestizo, who looked down on 
his darker Indian cousins with contempt, and the latter in turn 
often renounced the half-blood. By the seventeenth century this 
caste system had four distinct classes, though exceptions occa 
sionally blurred the differences. 

Through the seventeenth century New Spain was almost as 
much a closed book to Europe and the British colonies in North 
America as was Japan. The only Englishman who got into 
Mexico and lived to return home to write first-hand impressions 
about the fabulous land was a man named Thomas Gage. In 
England he had become a Dominican friar, and as a missionary 
to the Philippine Islands he "had got himself conveyed to Mex 
ico" where he paused en route and remained for almost a dozen 
years. On his return to England he renounced the Catholic faith 
and became a Puritan preacher. He gave such a glowing account 
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of Mexico, that according to Bullock, Oliver Cromwell in the 
period of his Protectorship thought of adding New Spain to the 
British dominions. At any rate, he sent an expedition under the 
command of Penn and Venables to have a look. And though 
nothing came of the venture so far as Mexico was concerned, 
on the return trip the British took over the valuable island of 
Jamaica. 

Friar Gage gives a very lively account of Mexico City in the 
second quarter of the seventeenth century. He seems particularly 
impressed with the coaches, the ostentation of dress and the 
prevalent passion for gambling, for he refers to these things again 
and again in his book, which was published in London in 1648. 

The streets are very broad, in the narrowest three coaches may goe, 
and in the broader six may goe in the breadth of them, which makes 
the city seeme a great deal bigger than it is; in my time it was thought 
to bee of between 30 to 40,000 inhabitants, Spaniards, who are so 
proud and rich, that half the city was judged to keepe coaches, for it 
was a most credible report that in Mexico in my time there were 
above fifteen thousand coaches. It is a by-word, that in Mexico there 
are foure things faire, that is to say, the women, the apparel, the 
horses, and the streets. But to this I may adde the beauty of some of 
the coaches of the gentry, which doe exceed in cost the best of the 
court of Madrid, for they spare no silver, nor gold, nor pretious stones, 
nor cloath of gold, nor the best silkes of China to enrich them. And 
to the gallantry of their horses, the pride of some adde the cost of 
bridles and shooes of silver. . . . Above all, the goldsmiths' shops and 
workes are to be admired. The Indians, and the people of China that 
have been made Christians, and every yeere come thither, have now 
perfected the Spaniards in those trades , . . 

To the by-word touching the beauty of the women, I must add the 
liberty they enjoy for gaming . . . nay, gaming is so common to 
them, that they invite gentlemen to their houses for no other end:- 
to myself it happened that, passing along the streets with a friar . . . 
a gentlewoman of great birth, knowing us to be chapetans, from her 
window called unto us, asked us if wee would come in and play with 
her a game at primera. 

Both men and women are excessive in their apparel, using more 
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silkes than stuff es and cloth; pretious stones and pearles further much 
this their vaine ostentation; a hatband and rose made of diamonds, 
in a gentleman's hat, is common, and a hatband of pearles is ordinary 
in a tradesman; nay, a blackmore or tawny young maide and slave 
will make hard shift but shee will bee in fashion with her neckchaine 
and bracelets of pearles . . . The attire of this baser sort of people 
(which are of a mixt nature of Spaniards and blackmores) is so light, 
and their carriage so enticing, that many Spaniards, even of the better 
sort (who are too prone to venery) desdaine their wives for them . . * 

Thomas Gage did not spend all of his time in the capital, but 
roamed as far away as remote Chiapas and the borders of Guate 
mala. As a friar he was persona grata everywhere. As an Eng 
lishman he made the mistake of calling a mestizo or anyone 
with part Indian blood an Indian, but his comments attest to 
the fact of the importance of mestizos in some provinces. "No 
town hath so many Dons in it of Indian bloud as this. Don 
Felipe de Guzman was Governor of it in my time, a very rich 
Indian, who kept commonly in his stables a dozen of as good 
horses for public shewes and ostentation as the best Spaniard in 
the country. The Indians put on sham sea-fights, horse races and 
were clever at all manner of Spanish dances, instruments and 
music, as the best of Spaniards . . . As for the acting of playes, 
this is a common part of their solemn pastimes; and they are 
so generous that they think nothing too much to spend in ban 
quets and sweetmeats upon their fairs and neighbouring towns, 
whensoever they are minded to shew themselves in a publick 
feast. The town is very rich, and many Indians in it trade about 
the country as the Spaniards do.'* 

While wealth accumulated and sons of the wealthy decayed 
with a dry rot of nothing "useful to do, some Indians existed 
with barely enough necessaries to hold body and soul together. 
Not until 1720 did an Ictual end come to the encomiendas. But 
soon the Indians suffered a new kind of slavery that of per 
petual debt to the landlord. And the ecclesiastical order in Mex 
ico, having gradually added its weight of domination to that of 
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the state, began to batten on the ignorance of the people. Mexico 
suffered generations of corrupt church politics. After the hard 
spadework of inaugurating a new religion was done by the selfless 
friars, Spanish priests arrived bringing their trained political 
astuteness and their shrewd schemes for collecting money. There 
were unceasing demands for fees. It became costly sometimes 
ruinous to be born^ to marry, or to die. By gift, by legacy, by 
mortgage foreclosures, by instilling fears of purgatorial fires, the 
church came into possession of some forty to fifty per cent of the 
real and personal property of the land. The archbishop and the 
bishops received princely salaries, as high as 130,000 pesos a year, 
and vied with the viceroys in ostentatious display. While hard 
working, self-sacrificing rural priests often lived on a pittance, 
idle city prelates often lived in stuffy self-indulgence without 
the faintest effort at constructive work. 

The great Spanish nation which had reached such a climax of 
dynamic expansion in the sixteenth century became exhausted 
before the eighteenth century. Its body politic began to suffer 
from a dry rot that attacked it at the top. And to keep her sick 
ness undivulged, by a show of material well-being, she ever 
demanded more of her colonies, and in return gave less and less. 
In time the Spanish crown seemed to lose interest in everything 
except revenue from monopolies and taxes. There were sixty 
different kinds of taxes by the end of the eighteenth century. 
Monopolies for the benefit of the few multiplied on the body of 
Mexico like plague sores. The populace was sucked and drained 
by every conceivable leech of duties, royalties, taxes, fees. The 
crown reserved for itself the fat monopolies of gunpowder, salt, 
tobacco and the lotteries, but it was not too lofty to keep also 
for itself even much lesser monopolies as packs of playing cards, 
cockfights, and even the God-given mountain snow utilized in 
refrigeration. Paradoxically, the gold and silver that poured into 
Spain was the precious bane that undermined the monarchy's 
constitution and brought on a kind of fatty degeneration. 
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In Mexico, commerce was deliberately hamstrung. Local in 
dustries and manufacture were regulated or forbidden, for the 
profit of business men in Spain. The Mexicans were not per 
mitted to trade with any other except the mother country. All 
Mexican trade, both import and export, was compelled by law to 
pass through ports in Spain. The retail prices of hundreds of 
articles became thrice those of the same things in European shops. 
Except for the native foodstuffs, living costs were higher than 
in any other country in the world. In the early nineteenth cen 
tury the leeching of Mexico brought Spain half of its income. 
No such profiteering had been known. The privileged Spanish 
merchants in Mexico lived in blazing magnificence. But since 
many of the gachupin business men in Mexico were often un 
educated and uncouth as well as rapaciously aggressive, they 
came finally to be looked upon with contempt by the Creoles, 
who never had been allowed the advantages of commerce and 
who, like many gentlemen of England, came to look upon work 
of any kind as degrading. Even in agriculture, Spain made its 
prohibitions for the benefit of Spaniards at home. Crop cultiva 
tion was reduced to a minimum of a few staples, like corn, beans, 
chili, cotton. In some years, plantation owners left eighty per cent 
of their holdings to grow up in weeds. 

Bribery and the law's delay were accepted conventions. Justice 
was a commodity to be bargained for. Accused men languished 
for years in jail and in many cases died before the court ever got 
around to trying them. Graft was as prevalent as termites in the 
hot lands. Custom officials held out a palm and winked an eye 
at smugglers. Petty officials robbed and cheated the Indians and 
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gave a rake-off to men higher up. 

Communications continued to be hopelessly inadequate. Trav 
eling was dangerous because bandits lurked by the roads and 
trails. Education retrogressed and became increasingly an affair 
for the well-to-do. The schools the friars had set up for the 
Indians were taken over by the Creoles, who came to resent 
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learning in the natives. Spanish artisans, who had been nig 
gardly about teaching Indian apprentices their skills, gradually 
caused Indians to be prohibited from practicing certain crafts. 
Experimentation in any field was frowned on. There was noth 
ing to foster ingenuity in either the Indian or the mestizo. Since 
there was virtually no market for Mexican goods, there was no 
incentive to produce. Only those persons talented in architecture, 
painting, or sculpture could find proper outlets of self-expression. 
Humboldt, in speaking of the Academy of Fine Arts in 1803 
and giving it credit for much that had been done before it 
came into existence wrote: 

It is impossible not to perceive the influence of this establishment 
on the taste of the nation. This influence is particularly visible in the 
symmetry of the buildings, in the perfection with which the hewing 
of stone is conducted, and in the ornaments of the capitals and stucco 
relievos. What a number of beautiful edifices are to be seen in 
Mexico! Nay, even in provincial towns like Guanajuato and Quere- 
taro! These monuments, which frequently cost a million and a 
million and a half of francs, would appear to advantage in the finest 
streets of Paris, Berlin, and Petersburg. M. Tolsa, professor of sculp 
ture at Mexico, was even able to cast an equestrian statue of King 
Charles the Fourth; a work which, with the exception of Marcus 
Aurelius at Rome, surpasses in beauty and purity of style everything 
which remains in this way in Europe. Instruction is communicated 
gratis at the Academy of Fine Arts. It is not confined alone to the 
drawing of landscapes and figures; they have the good sense to'employ 
other means for exciting the national industry. The academy labors 
successfully to introduce among the artisans a taste for elegance and 
beautiful forms. Large rooms lighted by Argand's lamps contain every 
evening some hundreds of young people, of whom some draw from 
relievo or living models, while others copy drawings of furniture, 
chandeliers, or other ornaments in bronze. In this assemblage (and 
this is very remarkable in the midst of a country where the preju 
dices of the nobility against the castes are so inveterate) rank, color, 
and race are confounded: we see the Indian and the mestizo sitting 
beside the white, and the son of a poor artisan in emulation with the 
children of the great lords of the country. It is a consolation to 
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observe, that under every zone the cultivation of science and art 
establishes a certain equality among men, and obliterates for a time, 
at least, all those petty passions of which the effects are so prejudicial 
to social happiness. 

With little to anchor their days to, besides horseback riding 
and the pursuit of sexual adventures, the Creole sons, who had no 
talent for the plastic arts, grew up shiftless and irresponsible. 
They attained a certain grace in lolling and swaggering. But 
because of the purposelessness of their routine, the colonial 
polish, however charming, was thin indeed. And existing side 
by side with the white and the mestizo civilization, the Indian, 
with rare exception, was a complete outsider. But he had one 
unadulterated blessing from providence the introduction of the 
burro to lighten his unbearable burdens. 

The one supreme blessing allotted to Mexico, above all Euro 
pean nations and the North American Thirteen Colonies, 
throughout the eighteenth century, was peace. But the country 
was sealed against the intrusion of new ideas. Literature was 
rigorously censored, and through the Inquisition the church ef 
fectively and painfully stopped the mouths of heretics and 
liberals. 

Yet in the last quarter of the eighteenth century the Ameri 
can Revolution and the French Revolution began to be discussed 
clandestinely. Liberal philosophies were smuggled into Mexico 
by contraband book and proscribed conversation. In the socio 
logical set-up, lawyers gradually became significant, and it is 
they particularly who began a struggle for state reforms, as they 
were later to lead in the overthrow of the power of the church. 
' During the reign of the enlightened King Charles III (1759- 
1788), His Majesty sent an investigator to Mexico to make a full 
report on the conditions. As a result, administrative reforms were 
introduced, and the Indians were relieved of considerable un 
lawful oppression. Trade and tariff regulations were modified, 
so that the economic structure was improved. A school of mines 
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was established. Viceroys of considerably better caliber were sent 
to rule* But the reforms only scratched the surface of Mexico's 
real needs, and at the end of the eighteenth century there was 
not a single free elementary school in Mexico, and such schools 
as existed were run by priests, good, bad, or indifferent. The 
next King Charles was a nincompoop who undid all the good 
of his intelligent father's reign. His stupidity helped to precipi 
tate the fight for freedom against the mother country which 
came early in the next century. But whatever the state of things 
that mark an advancing civilization, in 1800 there was no other 
city in the New World so beautiful as Spanish Mexico, in spite 
of her contrasts in riches and misery. 



PART THREE 
INDEPENDENCE 



7. Patriot Priests 

"Despair not the obliquities of younger ways, 
nor despair of better things whereof there is 
vet no prospect! 9 

set SIR THOMAS BROWNE 

Between the great conqueror, Hernan Cortes, born in 1485, and 
Miguel Hidalgo, a parish priest born in 1753, no name of prime 
renown appears on the Mexican scene. The lack of well-known 
personages shows how completely Mexico was subjugated to the 
will and interest of Spain during the three centuries of colonial 
rule. The desire for independence was not born with the pas 
sionate cry for "liberty" that it later employed, but it grew 
rather out of a long-suffering need of reform. And though there 
was no conceivable intention of breaking with the orthodox 
church, paradoxically it was a priest who launched the rebellion 
against the established authority. 

Father Hidalgo was as beloved as Chaucer's poor parson. Not 
only was he a shepherd of great heart who practiced the good he 
preached, but he was a man capable of fiery action and a thinker 
who read philosophies forbidden by the Inquisition. Like Bishop 
Quiroga, he tried to better the rude standards of living of his 
poor parishioners at Dolores, not only by aiding them in rudi 
mentary education but by establishing local industries so they 
might employ their stifled talents. He set up a small textile 
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works. He established a place for tanning hides and another for 
fashioning better earthenware utensils. He encouraged bee and 
silk-worm culture. He planted vineyards on the hillsides. When 
the grapes were ripening, Spanish officials ordered the Indians to 
uproot the vines, so that wine monopoly in Spain might lose no 
jot of revenue. Father Hidalgo protested in vain. The tearing 
up of the vines from the soil tore at the heartstrings of the priest, 
and he resolved to do his mightiest to strike off the Spanish 
yoke. 

In the nearby city of Queretaro was a group of thinkers and 
army officers who belonged to a literary society founded to dis 
cuss, in secret, revolutionary sentiments. Their ideas of reform 
were mild enough. They did not desire to establish a republic, but 
merely wanted Mexico to be governed by men bom in Mexico 
and not by officious Spaniards. Hidalgo was invited to meet them. 
Prominent in the group was an eager young captain named 
Ignacio Allende, who was also a landowner and devotee of bull 
fighting. Another member was Josefa Ortiz Domlnguez, the 
wife of the mayor. Both Allende and Sefiora Ortiz Dominguez 
were sincerely interested in the welfare of the Indians. But the 
chief concern of the society was to expel the sucking gachupines 
from their land. They hoped to win over the Creole army officers 
in various towns so that the riddance could be accomplished with 
out bloodshed, if possible. They purposed to make their formal 
declaration of independence in December at the fair of San Juan 
de Lagos. But their activities were treacherously disclosed to the 
government. Before the leaders could be arrested, however, the 
mayor's wife discovered the danger at a secret conference in her 
own house at which her husband was present. She tapped on the 
floor to a servant waiting in a room beneath for the signal. He 
rushed to inform Captain Allende. The latter rode through the 
night to Dolores to w^rn Father Hidalgo and ask his advice. 
It was the night of September fifteenth. The aroused priest 
listened to the captain and made a swift decision. Although there 
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was no time now to win over the Creole army, he would appeal 
directly to the Indians. 

Before dawn the church bell began an insistent ringing in a 
new way. Those who were not already awake were aroused by 
the clamor and dressed hurriedly. The church was soon over 
flowing. As the sun broke, Hidalgo, his eyes lighted with seraphic 
fire, took his place in the pulpit. He offered his dark-skinned 
children freedom if they were ready to fight for it. "Will you 
make an effort to regain the lands the greedy Spaniards stole 
from your forefathers three centuries ago?" 

As the good man spoke, with prophetic zeal, the words 
"liberty" and "emancipation" took on a kind of magic. On in 
spiration he seized the church banner bearing the image of the 
Indian Virgin of Guadalupe and elevated it before them. The 
Lady was to be their conquering symbol. The congregation 
began to shout, "Long live independence!" Holding the banner 
aloft, he marched down the aisle and out of the little church. 
The Indians followed, ready to dare anything. Though they had 
no firearms for these were forbidden to them by the authori 
ties they seized machetes, pitchforks, scythes, clubs. Indians from 
the neighboring villages joined them with makeshift implements 
of war. By noon, a troop of ill-equipped but passionate crusaders 
was on the march. 

Within two months the army had grown to almost a hundred 
thousand. At first, the rebels met with success. Totally unpre 
pared for such an insurrection, the Spanish authorities lost 
town after town. The clergy became alarmed. Monks armed 
with pistols and crucifixes galloped on horseback, like so many 
Paul Reveres, ahead of the oncoming rebels and begged the com 
mon people not to join the accursed ones. But they had little 
or no effect.- The ragged bands took possession of strings of 
towns. In Celaya rioting and pillaging began. The lowest of the 
population rose to batter down the doors of Spanish residences. 
Well-to-do Creoles were not spared. Their town houses also were 
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looted. This was not at all what Allende and Hidalgo had 
planned. The peasant army got utterly out of control. The 
leaders could not stop the disorder. They were horrified to real 
ize that they had stirred up not so much a fight for independence 
as a class conflict. Revenge for centuries of oppression became 
rampant. And as their followers razed Creole haciendas, seized 
cattle and foodstuffs as it suited them, the leaders foresaw they 
would lose the support of those upper-class native-born whites 
on whom they had counted. Now that the tide of revolt had 
started rising, however, it could not be checked. Hidalgo, de 
ploring -the method, yet saw that the freedom of Mexico would 
come this bloody way by Indian uprising and the terrorization 
of the gachufin. 

The city of Guanajuato fell after a terrific slaughtering of 
Hidalgo's Indians by artillery fire. Then, in turn, the Indians 
massacred as many of the Spaniards as Hidalgo could not save. 
From Guanajuato the rebel forces marched to Valladolid and 
took it without a struggle, as the Spaniards fled pellmell. 

The news of the revolt and the successes spread like a grass 
fire. Sympathetic bands flaming with patriotism or a mere desire 
for loot sprang up mushroom-like, won over villages, and swept 
into towns. Gachupines and bishops fled to safety as they could. 
Northern Mexico was soon completely in control of the insur 
gents. 

While the white-haired priest of Dolores under the grandiose 
title of "Captain-General of America" had subdued the govern 
mental forces in the north, another younger priest was organiz 
ing an army in the south. Jose Maria Morelos had been a pupil 
of Hidalgo's when the latter was rector of the little College of 
San Nicolas at Valladolid. He was the son of a poor village car 
penter. A mestizo, he was reputed to have also a strain of Negro 
blood which came from African slaves brought into Michoacan 
in the early part of the seventeenth century. From his Indian 
ancestry he inherited his shortness in stature; he stood barely five 
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feet tall. But his shoulders were extraordinarily broad, and 
though subject to recurrent attacks of migraine and stomach up 
sets, he was a human dynamo. He had been born behind the 
front door of a small house in Valladolid, when his mother, who 
had come to town to market, was suddenly stricken with labor 
pains in the street. As a youth he had suffered the hunger and 
privations of the Mexican poor. Before he began working his 
way through school he was employed as a mule driver. Yet his 
energy and his inspiration marked him for leadership among 
men. And this obscure Michoacan priest rose meteorically to be 
in his time the first name in Mexico. 

Hidalgo had dispatched Morelos with two dozen men and no 
firearms to foment rebellion in the south. Before the end of 
1811, in the mountains between Taxco and Acapuko the twenty- 
five had increased, like the Biblical loaves and fishes, to nine 
thousand. Morelos won consecutive victories. 

Frightened by the mass uprising and the seizure of their prop 
erty by the Indians, the independence-seeking Creoles began to 
desert the cause and to long for the success of the Spanish sol 
diers so that order might be restored. Almost all the landowners 
and creole officers who had earlier favored rebellion now began 
to throw their support back to the Spanish government. 

In the north, Hidalgo and Allende had mobs to back them, 
but no trained forces and few arms.^Their hordes were really no 
match for Spanish artillery and Spanish discipline, when met 
with face to face. The Indians could not make up, by their 
valor, what they lacked in war gear. Though they intrepidly 
approached the flame-spitting cannon and tried to stop its whole 
sale destruction by pressing their flimsy sombreros against its 
mouth, it would no more be stopped than an erupting volcano. 
Indians were sacrificed by the thousands, but as they fell others 
appeared to carry on the fight. 

When a ragged rebel force of eighty thousand appeared at 
the approaches to Mexico City, the Spaniards were dismayed, 
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for the biggest part of their army was in the north trying to 
recapture San Luis Potosi. The desperate viceroy ordered the 
doll image called the Virgen de los Remedies to be brought by 
carriage from its mountain shrine to the great cathedral. This 
Virgin, which was reputed to have saved Cortes once, was now 
invoked again to save the Spaniards from the avenging Indians. 
In view of a packed congregation the viceroy knelt before the 
doll and prayed for the city's deliverance. Then, climactically, he 
publicly proclaimed the blank-eyed image "Commander of the 
Spanish Army." This white Virgin was now pitted against the 
brown Virgin of Guadalupe. 

Oddly enough, the event coincided with the turning point in 
the war. While Allende urged immediate attack, Hidalgo tem 
porized. Either he dreaded the slaughter of his forces by Spanish 
cannon or he feared that if his undisciplined horde got loose in 
the city and started pillaging, he could never get them together 
again. Against all advice, he decided the time was not ripe for 
taking the capital, and ordered a circuitous march to Guana 
juato. This fatal withdrawal lost the revolution. 

In furious disappointment, peons as well as Creoles began to 
desert in shoals. Hidalgo's baggage trains and what cannon he 
had were seized by the Spanish General Calleja, who was re 
turning from the north. Allende was separated from Hidalgo. 
While Allende carried on the actual war, which became more 
bloody with merciless reprisals on both sides. Hidalgo went on 
to Guadalajara and prepared to set up his own government. 

With his forces shrunken to less than half, Hidalgo announced 
his emancipation proclamation, by which all slaves were freed 
and the lands were to be restored to the Indians. As defeats 
came one after another, Hidalgo continued to proclaim his con 
structive program for the future. "Crafts will be stimulated, in 
dustry will come to life. In a few years the inhabitants of this 
fertile land will enjoy the benefits which the Sovereign Author 
of Nature has poured over this vast continent." 
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At last Allende and Hidalgo once more joined forces. But 
again Hidalgo's military judgment was bad, and their troops 
were shot to bits. The final undoing came from treachery, after 
the pattern of Mexico's sad history. One of his own Creole offi 
cers tricked Allende and destroyed his remaining forces. The 
gallant young leader was captured and shot in the back as a 
traitor. Shortly afterwards Hidalgo too was captured. He was 
first degraded by the church and then executed. The heads of 
both the aged Hidalgo and the young Allende were severed and 
forwarded to Guanajuato. There, atop the fortress wall, they 
were set up as grizzly souvenirs. In wet or burning weather, for 
ten long years, the heroic heads remained, darkening and shrivel 
ing before the public gaze. Not until 1821, when independence 
was actually achieved, were the ghastly masks removed. But even 
though Hidalgo's mortal head suffered a decade of indignity 
as it moldered mutely on a fortress wall, his Grito de "Dolores 
and his summoning bell on that mid-September dawn in 1810 
went echoing down the corridors of history. 

That other fighting priest, Jose Maria Morelos, still held the 
field in the south. His power grew as political events in Spain 
swung pendulum-like from right to left and left to right. Besides 
the crusading zeal of Father Hidalgo, Morelos possessed quali 
ties of military strategy and a statesmanlike mind which the 
older priest lacked. Having seen that the cotton-suited Indian 
mobf armed with farm implements, could never defeat Spanish 
artillery Morelos created small, well-disciplined army units 
equipped with guns captured from the Spaniards. He proved 
such a genius for strategy that he was able to capture city after 
c ity Orizaba, Oaxaca, Acapulco and he was as adept at main 
taining order as he was at fighting. He gathered to his ranks 
bands of horsemen, including creole landowners about Chil- 
pancingo. Morelos had the skill, too/ to pick worthy lieutenants. 
Among the most valuable was an illiterate mestizo peasant named 
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Vicente Guerrero who was to carry on the fight alone after his 
commander was killed. 

When the little military dictator felt he had won sufficient 
victories to warrant the establishment of a legal government, 
he called a congress of delegates at Chilpancingo. Here he laid 
before them his plans for independent Mexico. The country was 
to be a republic, where the will of the majority would dominate. 
"Laws must extend to all alike, without exception or privileges," 
he declared, "Those which our Congress shall enact must be 
such as to moderate opulence and penury, and so augment the 
wages of the poor, in order that they may improve their habits." 
He advocated racial equality and the division of the large landed 
estates into small holdings for the peasants. He would abolish 
all special privileges for army officers and clergymen. He de 
creed a general redistribution of wealth; the property of the 
rich Spaniards was to be taken over by the government, half of 
it to be used for expenses and public works, and half to be 
distributed among the poor. He advocated suppression of govern 
ment monopolies and the sales tax. He asked that all adults be 
obligated to do useful labor. Though a good Catholic himself, 
he declared for the confiscation of the accumulated church funds 
to the uses of the general welfare. 

The amazed delegates to this congress in 1813 listened to pro 
posals of radical reforms that were a century before their time. 
And even a century after the revolutionary padre, only a frac 
tion of the socialistic ideology embodied in his program had 
been achieved in Mexico. Except for Juarez's reform laws in 
1859, not until the new constitution of 1917, adopted under the 
Carranza administration, was anything approaching the ideas 
of Morelos really attempted. And not until the regime of Lazaro 
Cardenas 1934-1940 were they put into actual practice. Even 
at the end of the Cardenas administration the social progress 
envisioned by the little mestizo priest was a long way from 
realization. But this aim set by Morelos at Chilpancingo in 1813 
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was something all future reformers were to look to as a gauge 
and a light. 

By the time the congress had drafted its constitution, however, 
-the reinforced Spanish forces began driving the rebel troops 
out of the cities. The church decreed excommunication and 
eternal damnation to anyone who even read the new constitu 
tion. Most of the well-to-do began to withdraw their support, 
because the price of independence seemed too costly to their 
class. Doubtless Morelos should have waited until he had won 
his war, to set forth all his war aims. And taking time out from 
winning victories to establish a constitutional government gave 
the enemy a considerable advantage. While Morelos was busy 
in the south creating a republic, General Calleja, given full com 
mand as viceroy, had subdued and pacified the north. Now, by 
December of 1813, Calleja was ready with almost the full might 
of his army to strike at the south.' Morelos gathered his con 
glomerate forces and went north to retake Valladolid in Michoa- 
can, his birthplace, which he had selected for the permanent 
capital of his republican government. 

Here on the historical scene dashed a young cavalry colonel 
who also had been born in Valladolid. But this man sprang 
from a well-to-do family, which sought to deny its strain of 
Indian blood. He was Augustin de Iturbide. Favoring independ 
ence, he had yet so feared the social revolution stirred up by 
the humble priests that he had offered his able services to the 
hated royalists. Now he seized the chance to break the backbone 
of the rebellion by attacking Morelos's forces on a rocky hilltop. 
In the dusk he led a daring cavalry charge up the steep hill, 
and, taking the camp by surprise, scattered the rebel forces. 
Morelos was forced to flee with the rest. 

In January, Iturbide won another significant battle. Then vic 
tory after victory for the royalists followed all over the country. 

But no Spaniard proved more relentless in bloody execution than 
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Iturbide, who merrily chased down guerrilleros and shot his pris 
oners by the hundreds. 

Too much of Morelos's valuable energy was spent in saving 
his congress, which he had brought along with his troops. As 
he was conducting his legislators to a retreat at the rebel town 
of Tehuacan, Morelos risked his life by a feint to get the enemy 
off their trail. Forced to take refuge under some bushes, he was 
captured by a lieutenant who had formerly served under him. 
Brought before the viceroy in Mexico City, Morelos was ordered 
to be shot, "as secretly as possible in the outskirts of the city," 
so as not to tempt a general uprising. His jailer offered him 
escape, but he would not accept the offer. 

After Morelos's execution,, at the end of 1815, the priest-inspired 
revolt for independence was soon over. The only significant 
leader who retained sufficient power and enough men to be 
called an army was Vicente Guerrero, in the southern mountains. 
The new viceroy, Apodaca, offered him a military command and 
a sum of money if he would give up the struggle. But Guerrero 
-was too imbued with Morelos's high principles. With his moun 
taineers he continued to defy Spanish rule in the rugged province 
that immortalizes his name. Except for this courageous and in 
corruptible peasant who s was to five to see himself the second 
president of the republic, the immediate struggle for independ 
ence was over. 
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"Consider what men are when they are eating, 
sleeping,, generating, easing themselves and so 
forth. Then what %ind of men they are when 
they are imperious and arrogant, or angry and 
scolding from their elevated place. But a short 
time ago to how many they were slaves and for 
what things; and after a little time consider in 
what a condition they will be" 

MARCUS AUHELIUS 

Morelos had overreached himself by his radical ideology. If he 
had concentrated absolutely on running the gachupines out of 
Mexico before he promulgated his democratic plan, Mexican in 
dependence might have been achieved with reasonable facility. 
But he had frightened and alienated the powerful upper classes 
by putting emphasis on racial equality. As it was, independence 
was merely delayed for six years after the death of Morelos 
in 1815. 

In the interim there arrived stimulating reports of the suc 
cess of the great South American patriots Bolivar and San 
Martin, who were struggling to liberate a continent. In Mexico 
the watchful Augustin de Iturbide was biding his time to strike 
on his own for independence. And when occasion knocked, 
the alert opportunist was ready. With his shrewd political sense 
to back his militaristic talents, he brought about the "liberation* 3 
in nine brief months. 

Because of his decisive defeat of Morelos, Iturbide had been 
made commander of the army in the north and appointed gov 
ernor of his native province. It was a swift rise for a young 
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man who had been a mere lieutenant in i8i<x But from his 
childhood Iturbide was enamored of tales of warfare and he had 
intended to rise. Born in the city of Valladolid subsequently 
called Morelia on the twenty-seventh of September, 1783, he 
had entered military service at the age of fifteen. Iturbide was 
an odd-looking fellow with luxuriant "sideburns" curling in 
half-moons almost to the corners of his mouth. With the years 
his right eye had become considerably smaller than his left, as 
if narrowed by perpetual scheming. His fearlessness and devil- 
may-care charm, however, made him a hero to his soldiers, not 
withstanding his vicious treatment of his enemies. 

Now he was hero to the royalist administration and the church 
also. But his conduct shortly became so reprehensible that he 
was recalled, charged with unnecessary cruelty and flagrant em 
bezzlement. The case against him was- dropped, ostensibly be 
cause of his war record, but really because too many high-ups 
in government were parties to his thefts. Yet he was not per 
mitted to resume any of his commands. Having spent his gains 
in reckless extravagance, he retired temporarily to private life 
not only under a cloud but in much reduced circumstances. 

Then, after a plausible interval, he did what many a shrewd 
politician has done he professed piety. Moreover, he sought 
a holy retreat in which to prove his contrition and devotion. 
For his worldly cleansing he was careful to choose a monastery, 
La Profesa, that was popular with the highest among the 
hierarchy. Here Iturbide would pause in his prayers and penances 
to listen to the reactionaries arguing advantages to themselves 
to be gained by Mexican independence. They did not like what 
was going on in the mother country. To keep himself on the 
throne > the Spanish King Ferdinand had been forced to accept 
a liberal constitution, which was anathema to the clergy in Mex 
ico* They looked with horror on such things as freedom of the 
press and any nibbling at church properties by the state. So a 
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direct break with Spain seemed the only course by which they 
might continue to wield their extraordinary power. 

Iturbide's dynamic personality soon attracted the bishops, who 
became thoroughly convinced of his conservatism and his Catho 
lic loyalty, however dubious an eye they may have cast upon his 
piety. He seemed the ideal champion to fight the dragon of 
social reform spawned by those dead and excommunicated 
priests, Hidalgo and Morelos. His abilities were recommended 
to the viceroy, Apodaca, who recalled his bloody war record. 
Soon he was commissioned to lead a force against the rebel, 
Guerrero, who was still invincible in the south. The new levy 
ing of troops was to a degree a pretext for proclaiming the abso 
lute power of King Ferdinand, as against the new liberal con 
stitution in Spain. 

When Iturbide met with military defeat, he trickily decided 
to turn it to victory by pretending to be converted to the rebel 
cause. To catch Guerrero as well as the attention of all Mexico 
he conceived his own plan of independence, read it to his sol 
diers, who swore allegiance to it. By its terms Mexico was to 
become independent, but as a constitutional monarchy, not a 
democracy. The throne was to be offered to Ferdinand or some 
other member of European royalty. The Catholic church was not 
to lose any of its extraordinary privilege, and its property was 
to remain intact. There was to be equality between gachupines 
and criollos. Officials of all categories, ecclesiastical, military,, and 
civil, were to remain in office, if they agreed to the plan; if not, 
they were to be dismissed. Former rebels were to be forgiven. 
This shrewd, statesmanlike declaration, known as the Plan of 
Iguala because it was drafted in that town, more or less em 
braced everything that the literary society of Queretaro had en 
visioned before Hidalgo's stirring up of the Indians had made 
the movement a social revolution. It was a far cry, however, 
from the redistribution of wealth and the racial equality promul 
gated by Morelos at Chilpancingo. The catchy slogan was 
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"Liberty, Union, and Religion." In his most conciliatory manner, 
Itorbide besought an interview with Guerrero to beguile him 
into accepting the "Plan of the Three Guarantees." Guerrero, 
after long debating with himself, came to believe that joining 
forces with Iturbide might be the quickest way to rid Mexico 
of Spanish overlords. So he agreed to support his former enemy's 
cause. 

Since there was only gain in the Plan for them, the Creoles 
were ready adherents. And after an initial hesitancy many royal 
ist officers began deserting and taking their troops with them 
to Iturbide. With the aid of the most formidable insurgent, 
linked with that of all the Creoles and many Spanish officers, 
Iturbide had almost everything he needed for victory except 
money. Securing money presented no serious obstacle to the re 
sourceful schemer. He first got a moderate sum by furnishing 
convoy guards for a silver train from Mexico City to Acapulco, 
whence 500,000 pesos were to be shipped to Spanish merchants 
in Manila. Pocketing the commission as small change, Iturbide 
himself seized upon the whole fortune he had been paid to 
safeguard, as the mule caravan wound over the mountain pass. 
With the stolen silver he paid his soldiers enough to hold them 
in arms. 

By summer only four cities still proclaimed allegiance to the 
flag of Spain. When a new viceroy arrived in July at yellow- 
fever-infested Vera Cruz and saw how the wind blew, he agreed 
to support Iturbide to save his own skin and the lives of his staff. 
So he was allowed to proceed to Mexico City and take nominal 
charge, while the Creole commander further strengthened his 
grasp. Iturbide had played his cards so skillfully that there was 
little bloodshed in the last stage of the rebellion. The Spanish 
army in the federal district marched quietly down to the sea 
and shortly sailed for Spain. Now, as master of Mexico and 
styling himself "Liberator," Iturbide mounted a black charger 
aod at the head of armed forces made his triumphal entry into 
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the capital on the twenty-seventh of September. The date marked 
his thirty-eighth birthday. 

Mexico's independence was an accomplished fact The move 
ment Father Hidalgo had generated, and nourished with his 
life's blood, had been achieved with a big difference. Though 
it meant independence from Spain and Spanish extortion, the 
liberation was merely the change of one set of reactionary mas 
ters for another. Now there were no royal edicts to prevent the 
privileged from preying upon the people's ignorance to their 
hearts' satisfaction. All the good intentions for the general wel 
fare promulgated by the two patriot priests were discarded. The 
unpossessing ninety per cent of the population had seemingly 
gained nothing from their years of insurgence and sacrifice. In 
stead of the republic Morelos had wanted, with class distinctions 
eliminated and the vast differences between the very rich and 
the very poor considerably leveled, Iturbide set about to create a 
"constitutional monarchy." 

This move was one of the most mocking in the long history of 
Mexican anti-climaxes that range from the ludicrous to the 
ghastly. A rubber stamp of cynical, hypocritical demagogy was 
cut, to last many decades. The gullible, helpless massqs were so 
frequently deluded that betrayal became an infectious virus and 
instability the accepted order. 

During the fifty-five years between 1821 (Augustin de Itur- 
' bide) and 1876 (Porfirio Diaz) Mexico was ruled by forty presi- 
. dents, two emperors, and a few provisional governments and 
regencies^ Interlarding the governmental changes were insurrec 
tions, pronunciamentos, barrack switches, sudden flights, sudden 
deaths, and complete reversals of governmental policy. Mexico 
was like the centipede on its back distracted to consider which 
oot came first and which came next 

Ensconced in the capital as head of a Regency of Five, Itur 
bide, as one of his first patriotic acts, had himself voted a salary 
of one hundred and twenty-five thousand pesos a year for life. 
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Next he gave over the idea of offering a Mexican crown to some 
European prince. Seeing himself as a New World Napoleon, he 
hired a claque to call on him to be emperor. After a show of 
declining the clamoring offer, he reappeared on his balcony and 
suffered himself to be drafted to the throne. On May eighteenth, 
1822, the formalities of his election by an unenthusiastic and 
divided congress were completed. In July the coronation took 
place, amid gaudy festivities. A little dressmaker who had once 
been attached to Napoleon's court gave advice and direction as 
to mise en scene, costumes, deportment. It was necessary to create 
a new aristocracy. Iturbide's old father and mother did not mind 
being addressed as prince and princess, but they felt like amateur 
play actors simulating royal behavior. The seven Iturbide chil 
dren were in high fettle at becoming princes and princesses of 
the royal blood, like boys and girls in fairy tales. Protocol was 
a bit ragged, however, and a subject of venomous contention. 

Followed by their new-tided relatives and retinue, Iturbide 
and his wife drove in royal procession through the decorated 
streets. Their smiles glittered like the fake crown jewelry with 
which they were bedecked. (The real jewels demanded of the 
director of the national pawn shop had been refused.) In the 
great cathedral, where High Mass was celebrated, not one 
bishop, but four, presided. Senor and Senora Iturbide were duly 
anointed and crowned. Bells pealed with brazen joy. TEe mob 
made drunken merriment. The air was rent by salvos of artillery 
fire saluting Emperor Augustin I. 

For a few dazzling months the Iturbides lived in high estate. 
Then Nemesis appeared, in the guise of a septuagenarian friar. 
Fray Servando de Teresa y Mier, who returned from an exile 
that had lasted almost three decades. An intellectual of strong 
opinions, he had been deported for his heresy in tactlessly denying 
the miracle of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Straightway elected to 
congress, he immediately began to make a joke of the Iturbide 
pretensions. With mordant wit he mocked the emperor's arro- 
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gance and the court's affectations. Ridicule has an especially keen 
edge in Mexico and many a puff ed-up fellow has cut his throat 
against its blade. Congressmen began to grin. Waves of laughter 
ran through the populace like an infection. Even the jailing of 
Fray Servando, along with several disaffected congressmen, did 
not stop the jeers. 

When Iturbide could get no concerted action out of his balk 
ing legislators, he took unto himself dictatorial powers. He 
counted on the backing of his army. But often army officers in 
Mexico were ardent only so long as the salaries were forthcom 
ing. The cupboard was now bare of cash. The mere breath of 
praise and promise was too aerial a coinage to keep generals 
content. As they began to hand in their resignations, there popped 
up another opportunist as ambitious as Iturbide and as gifted in 
personal magnetism and duplicity. This was a youngish army 
officer of strong conservative convictions, named Antonio Lopez 
de Santa Anna. 

Seizing upon the word "republic" as a symbol to rally the 
enemies of Iturbide and the tinsel monarchy, this handsome 
creole instigated a rebellion at Vera Cruz. The former insurgent 
leaders against the Spaniards were quick to emerge to take up 
the fight against Emperor Augustin. Guerrero, realizing how he 
had been duped by Iturbide, joined forces with Santa Anna 
only to be duped by him, in turn, later. Soon the entire army 
went over to the new cry for "freedom." And those very gen 
erals who had propped Iturbide on the throne now helped topple 
him off. The monarch had hardly got used to the set of his 
imperial garments before he had to cast them aside and don 
traveling clothes for exile. On March twenty-ninth, 1823, he of 
fered to abdicate. He chose Leghorn, Italy, as the seat of his 
retirement and he accepted an annual allowance of $25,000 as 
befitting an ex-emperor's state. 

Feeling abominably mistreated and misjudged, and believing 
he could still regain his power, Iturbide could not acclimate 
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himself to Leghorn, He soon left for London, where he pub 
lished a statement. Without waiting to hear the reaction in 
Mexico, he took ship on May eleventh and sailed for home, 
confident of his retrieved high destiny. Meanwhile, congress 
had declared him a traitor and an outlaw and even passed the 
death sentence on him if his banished carcass were ever found 
on Mexican soil again. 

When Iturbide arrived, ignorant of the act of outlawry, he 
disembarked in disguise and proceeded to the town of Padilla. 
Here he was recognized and arrested the day was July nine 
teenth, 1824 and shot immediately, without ceremony. Itur- 
bide's downward plunge from an imperial throne to an obscure 
execution was more swift than his compatriot Morelos's rise to 
power had been. The cruel irony of his end made him a prime 
national hero in the eyes of the clergy and many of the upper 
class. Today he is fondly spoken of as "the Liberator" by die 
hard conservatives in Mexico. And, beyond doubt, without Itur 
bide the coming of Mexican independence would certainly have 
been delayed. But, as Bertram Wolfe so aptly pointed out, "inde 
pendence as a political preliminary to social change had been 
converted into independence as a preventive for social change." 

With the abortive empire dissolved, a republic so-called was 
established. With the conservatives split both over the rise and 
fall of Iturbide, the more liberal elements were able to control 
the new congress, which met in November of 1823 to adopt a 
constitution. When the elections took place next year, the rebel 
guerrillero, Guadalupe Victoria, was elected president by the 
state legislatures. Here now was the great chance for liberalism 
to follow through with the best that Hidalgo and Morelos had 
envisioned for the salvation of Mexico. But the intrepid fighter 
had small talent for statesmanship and he muffed his great op 
portunity, despite the fact that during most of his term of office 
Mexico was at peace. Apparently the peasant president forgot 
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Morelos's promise of land for the peasants. He sought to retain 
his power by not offending the plantation owners. Church lands 
and haciendas not only were not confiscated, they were not 
taxed. To meet the vast annual deficits, Guadalupe Victoria be 
gan borrowing money from abroad, thus starting the promiscu 
ous mortgaging of Mexico at exorbitant rates to foreign powers. 

From the earliest period to the last day of her possession of 
power in Mexico, Spain had zealously kept from the rest of the 
world information relative to New Spain, and, conversely, the 
Mexicans were woefully ill-informed about other men and lands. 
In the years immediately following independence, the foreigners 
who were admitted to Mexico were astounded at the general 
ignorance concerning the state of Europe. As one British com 
mentator who arrived during the regime of the first president 
wrote: "Both men and women in general believe the continent 
to be under the domination of Spain; that England, France, Italy, 
Holland, Germany are only so many paltry states or provinces 
to which the King of Spain appoints governors, who superin 
tend the manufactories for the benefit of that country. I found it 
dangerous to contradict this flady. One lady asked me where a 
muslin dress had been made? 'in England,' 'and how came It 
here?' 'probably through Spain,' I replied: Veil then, what Is 
England but the workshop of Spain?' Many think that the riches 
of Spain enable the others, and as they call them, 'the poorer 
parts of Europe,* to live." 

Great Britain was overjoyed at the liberation of Mexico and the 
other Latin American countries one by one. She had long had an 
eye on the trade of the Spanish colonies. Now, when independ 
ence was achieved, she moved to get a foothold in their commer 
cial development. 

The man responsible for the immediate British penetration 
into Latin American commerce was the ultra-shrewd and far- 
seeing George Canning. He had been made foreign minister in 
1822, just as Iturbide was finding his seat on the imperial throne 
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anything but comfortable. Perhaps better than anyone else, Can 
ning realized the advantage to England of Latin America's re 
birth as a series of independent republics. He saw, too, that the 
other great European powers should be kept out of range of 
influence. So England was the prime supporter of the Monroe 
Doctrine of 1823. With British ships to back United States fight 
ing men when either were necessary, the way was cleared for 
Great Britain to make investments in virgin territory. When the 
central European powers threatened to assist Spain to regain her 
American colonies, Canning strongly hinted that they would first 
have to sink the British fleet. 

Among the Englishmen who came to observe Mexico at first 
hand in 1823 was Mr. W. Bullock, who had been proprietor of 
the London Museum. For six months he wandered over the 
country and made comments on the natural productions, the 
state of society, antiquities and manufactories. The last of these, 
in which he was especially interested, took up no more than half 
a dozen pages in his five-hundred-page book on Mexico, which 
John Murray published in 1824. The reason, of course, was that 
the manufacture of goods in Mexico was a rarity because of 
Spain's prohibitions, and new industries had not yet got started, 
partly because of a general abhorrence of factory life. Bullock 
wrote: 

The account of manufactories o New Spain will occupy but a 
small space. The practice of the mother country in keeping the colonies 
dependent on her as much as possible induced her to frame strong 
laws for this purpose. ... A few coarse woollens and cottons, amount 
ing in the whole country to scarcely a million and a half sterling, 
were, it appears, formerly made; but during the revolution even these 
have diminished. 

The wretched system in which public manufactories are conducted 
is of itself sufficient to disgust even the most degraded and lowest 
of human species. Instead of encouraging the love of labor and in 
dustry, as the means of obtaining comfort, wealth and enjoyment, 
it is here accompanied by slavery, poverty, and misery. Every manu- 
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factory that requires many hands is strictly a prison, from which the 
wretched inmates cannot remove, and are treated with the utmost 
rigor. Many of them are really confined for a number of years for 
crimes against the laws; -and others, by borrowing a sum of money 
from the owners, pledge their persons and their labors till they redeem 
it, which it often happens is never done. The proprietor, instead of 
paying in money, supplies them with spirits, tobacco, etc., and by 
these means they increase, rather than liquidate the original debt. 

At one of these places, near the city, where woollens are made 
. . . they have mass said for the wretched inmates on the premises; 
but high walls, double doors, barred windows, and severe corporal 
punishments inflicted in these places of forced industry, make them 
as bad as the worst-conducted gaol in Europe. As the people receive 
their ideas of manufactories from such place, can we wonder at the 
detestation in which they are held? What must their opinion of 
Europe be, which they are taught to consider as the place where all 
the manufactured articles imported are produced, and, as they sup 
pose, carried on by the same system? But this state of things cannot 
long remain; a liberal Government like the present will surely devise 
a remedy for so great an evil, while the introduction of artisans from 
Europe, and the steam-engines which are now erecting at two of the 
mines, will give the natives an idea of our mechanical knowledge, 
and tend greatly to prepare them for improvement. 

Mr. Bullock listed lacks and needs and tastes of the citizens, 
so that English industrialists might know what would make 
profitable business. But he cautioned his countrymen against co 
ercion and made it clear that the Indian workmen were unusu 
ally averse to innovation. "A common wheelbarrow is much too 
complex a machine to be used in removing rubbish from the 
mine, and the superintendent was obliged to submit to two men 
dragging about half as much earth on a raw hide as one could 
have removed with ease on a barrow/ 3 Yet he sanguinely opined 
that he had no doubt they would gradually be brought to know 
the superiority of the English mechanics. 

Mr. Bullock's book was one of several produced by English 
men in the first decade of the republic to attest to the growing 
importance of Mexico to the commercial enterprise of Britain. 
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He was so optimistic over prospects that despite the predilection 
for French silk stockings and Swiss watches and German linen, 
he wrote: "But, in a short time, I have no doubt that little else 
will be seen in Mexico but English manufactured goods and 
English fashions." 

The first British charge d'affaires to Mexico, Mr. H. G. Ward, 
did his country signal service. Possessing charm as well as shrewd 
business sense, he captivated Mexican society and established 
British commercial interests on such a basis that for six decades 
Great Britain was to hold undisputed first place among foreign 
capitalists. (The United States did not begin its flush time of 
investment until the middle of the i88o's, after Porfirio Diaz 
had become dictator.) Suavely Mr. Ward added fuel to the 
smoldering fire of suspicion Mexico now held of the United 
States as a potential aggressor, desirous of more territory. 

The first American minister to Mexico, Dr. Joel Poinsett of 
South Carolina, was no match for the British charge in diplo 
matic adroitness. As to his background and qualities Poinsett 
seemed an ideal choice, though he himself was far from eager 
for the appointment Poinsett was a gentleman and he had had 
the advantages o a European education, having studied at Wool 
wich Military Academy and the University of Edinburgh. He 
had traveled in Russia and Asia and fulfilled diplomatic mis 
sions in Argentina and Chile. He spoke Spanish fluently and 
had been a strong supporter of the Spanish-American struggle 
for independence. Only two years previously he had been to 
Mexico as a special agent of his country at the court o Iturbide, 
to whom he expounded his ideas of democracy. Robert Owen, 
the famous British philanthropist and socialist, who met Poinsett 
in Mexico, was so impressed by his qualities and his ideas that 
he spoke of the South Carolinian as more of "a citizen of the 
world than anyone else I know." Yet Poinsett did not succeed 
in Mexico. Part o the failure of his mission was due to circum 
stances over which he had no control and part to his over-zealous 
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actions to assist Mexico to be a thoroughgoing democracy. Where 
the Britisher Ward played a masterly and subtle game, Poinsett 
in all good faith directly meddled in the internal affairs of 
Mexico. 

At this time the new Mexican government was largely made 
up of army officers drawn from all factions. The two most im 
portant groups were members of rival branches of Freemasonry. 
The Scottish Rite Masons were largely conservatives who fa 
vored a monarchy. In the York Rite Masons were the liberals 
both Creole and mestizo who would tolerate nothing but a Re 
publican form of government. Dr. Poinsett supported the 
Yorfynos with undisguised ardor and alienated completely the 
other powerful group. He made no diplomatic pretense of being 
neutral. In his zeal for democracy he saw himself a Mexican 
patriot. Branded by the conservatives as a rank radical, the South 
erner could hardly have been anything more radical than a 
Jeffersonian democrat While the British charge flattered, Poin 
sett warned the Mexicans of internal dangers and of certain 
unprincipled elements within the population that should not be 
encouraged and stirred up. "Under strong governments these 
bad elements turn to crime/' he said, "and under weak govern 
ments, to revolution." 

Nicolas Bravo, the vice president who belonged to the Scottish 
Rite group, had been against Poinsett from the first. In 1827 
this former patriot, who had fought beside Morelos and v^ho 
had escorted the Emperor Iturbide to his embarkation for exile, 
was beguiled into accepting the leadership of a conservative re 
volt against President Guadalupe Victoria. In his pronuncifr 
miento Bravo demanded among other things the abolishment of 
secret societies and the departure of Minister Poinsett. Again it 
was Vicente Guerrero who rose as leader of the popular forces. 
He put down the revolt before it was fairly started and sent the 
turncoat Bravo to his own exile. But even with the strengthen 
ing of the liberal forces, and though Vicente Guerrero himself 
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was the Grand Master of the York Rite Masons, Poinsett did not 
become popular. 

Already on his arrival in 1825, Mexico had changed her cor 
dial attitude of the first two decades of the century and now 
regarded her northern neighbor as a natural enemy. The grow 
ing suspicion increased. Poinsett did all in his power to disabuse 
it. But after March, 1827, when he was instructed by Secretary of 
State Henry Clay to make Mexico a cash offer for Texas, the 
Mexican government distrusted the United States more keenly 
and was in less mood than ever to accept the good offices of her 
envoy. In this same year almost twelve thousand American 
colonists settled in Texas, despite Mexican immigration restric 
tions and the demand of allegiance to the Roman Catholic faith. 

Living in a thinly concealed hostile atmosphere was too de 
pressing to Poinsett 's disposition. He asked to be recalled. But 
President John Quincy Adams preferred to have such a powerful 
friend of Andrew Jackson out of the country as election time 
drew near, and he refused to recall him. Poinsett took solace in 
pursuing his hobby of horticulture. He had red clover seeds 
brought from Long Island and introduced the succulent legume 
to Mexico. He sent back to the United States seeds of Mexican 
oaks, nutmeg, and cloves. And he immortalized his name by 
introducing to the world the Mexican shrub that blooms at 
Christmas, called "Fire Plant" and "Painted Leaf," but chris 
tened "poinsettia" in the botanic lexicon. 

Even the most material-minded traveler to Mexico in the 
1820*8 and 1830*5 was profoundly impressed by the variety and 
abundance of the flowers in Mexico. But it is Mr. Bullock, the 
flower-lover, who gives us perhaps the best coup d'oeil of the 
city houses, and it is tie who emphasizes the sad change in the 
furnishings when the opulent Spanish residents returned to Spain 
and took their treasures with them rather than exist under up 
start governments, either imperial or republican. Mr. .Bullock 
wrote: 
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Many of the streets of the capital are nearly two miles in length, 
perfectly level and straight, and with the ends terminating in the 
view of the mountains that surround the valley. Most of the houses 
are of the same height, generally three stories, highly decorated, and 
ornamented with two rows of balconies o wrought iron, painted or 
gilt, and some of bronze. The stories are very lofty, the apartments 
being from fifteen to twenty feet high. The first or ground floor 
is entered by a pair of large folding gates, ornamented with bronze, 
often thirty feet in height These lead into the courtyard, surrounded 
by the house, filled with trees and flowers, and having a gallery to 
each floor, offering so many separate promenades under shelter from 
the sun and rain. The lower apartments are generally occupied by 
the porter and other servants; the floor above is often let; but the 
highest, which is the principal, is occupied by the family themselves, 
having a separate stone staircase of great magnificence leading to 
it. 

The fronts of the houses are in general white, crimson, brown, or 
light green, painted in distemper, and having a pleasing appearance; 
and the dryness of the atmosphere is such, that they retain their 
beauty unimpaired many years. Many of these fronts have inscriptions 
upon them taken from scripture, or stanzas addressed to the Saviour 
or his divine Mother. . . . 

But the furniture and internal decorations of most of the houses 
ill accord with their external appearances. The closing of the mines, 
the expulsion of the rich Spanish families, and sixteen years of revo 
lutionary warfare, with all the concomitant miseries, have wrought a 
melancholy alteration in the fortunes of individuals, and in the 
general state of the country; and in this the capital bears no incon 
siderable share. The superb tables, chandeliers, and other articles of 
furniture of solid silver, the magnificent mirrors and pictures, framed 
in the same precious metal, have now passed through the mint, and 
in the shape of dollars are circulating over Europe and Asia; and 
families whose incomes have exceeded half a million per annum can 
now scarcely procure the means of a scanty existence. 

However much there was of decline in the luxury of private 
living, divine service in the churches was still celebrated with 
wonted glory. A procession which Mr. Bullock saw from the 
cathedral far exceeded in order and regularity, in the grandeur 
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of vestments, in gold and silver, anything he had ever seen. "The 
processions of Rome suffered by comparison." Coming from 
England, he was particularly impressed with the utter democ 
racy of the congregation, of the lack of distinction of pews and 
seats, so universal in his country. "Here on the same floor, the 
poorest Indians and the highest personages in the land mix in 
discriminately in their prayers to that being to whom earthly 
distinctions are unknown." 

But though on the Mexican church floor all class distinction 
was forgotten, in the political as well as the social arena, the 
complexion and the degree of breeding still figured. In 1828 
when the popular hero Guerrero, "an ignorant man of the lower 
class," ran against an educated white man, Manuel Gomez 
Pedraza, class distinction did enter in the voting. The latter 
won by a majority of one state legislature's electoral votes out of 
the nineteen. The election was appealed, but congress sustained 
the Gomez Pedraza victory. The Guerrero supporters decided 
to resort to arms. 

Seizing the contentious occasion, the reactionary Santa Anna, 
who wished to be known as founder of the Mexican republic 
since he had been the prime instrument of Iturbide's downfall, 
turned liberal. With high-flown sentiments and a show of arms 
he espoused the cause of Guerrero. Though he was defeated him 
self, he had stirred up the mob and enough of the army to create 
general confusion and a new outburst of looting. When the 
smoke cleared, Guerrero took office as the second President of 
the Mexican republic. Santa Anna smiled deceptively and awaited 
the psychological hour to create, or take advantage of, the next 
crisis. 

For all his sterling qualities, the rugged Guerrero unfortunately 
was no more prepared to administer a nation than Guadalupe 
Victoria. Because of his lack of education, his country manners, 
his reputed Negro blood, he was held in contempt by the upper- 
class society of the capital. Hie conservatives chose to regard 
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him as a triple-blooded outsider. Those not on his salary list 
plotted his ousting, while those on it juggled for more power. 

In December, 1828, when street fighting occurred between 
the York and the Scottish Masons, and Poinsett's life was en 
dangered, Guerrero asked President Jackson to recall him. In his 
last address to the Mexicans, Poinsett pled for a spirit of kindli 
ness towards the United States. His words fell mostly on deaf 
ears. When he left Mexico he felt he had accomplished nothing 
except to have had definite influence on the noted physician, 
Valentin Gomez Farias, who came to be looked upon as the 
leader of the liberals during a struggle of three decades, which 
was to reach its vindication with Benito Juarez and the consti 
tution of 1857. Poinsett admitted frankly the failure of his mis 
sion, but W. R. Manning wrote, in the American Journal of 
International Law, "no other man of the time could have filled 
the post." 

Having sent Mexico' one of her best sons as minister, the 
United States government followed him with a charge of the 
worst possible type: a spoils politician, an unprincipled "bully 
and swashbuckler/' whom Jackson himself finally called a 
"scamp." For five years he remained in Mexico, a "national dis 
grace." And by the time this Anthony Butler was recalled in 
1835, the relations between the adjoining republics were in most 
deplorable disrepair. 

Opposing Gomez Farias, the intellectual leader of the con 
servatives was Lucas Alaman, a remarkable man of high integrity 
and the most able scholar and historian of his day. By profes 
sion this cherubic little gentleman with gold-rimmed spectacles 
was a mining engineer. In statesmanship he was as shrewd and 
determined as he was soft-spoken and shy in daily manners. 
Alaman did not believe in the rule of the masses. He thought 
Mexico could best succeed as a monarchy. And in lieu of that 
he advocated a strong centralized government, with a military 
dictatorship if necessary. Believing that the rising power of lib- 
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eralism would completely disrupt Mexico, he joined forces with 
the Creoles, the clergy, and the army. The intensely pro-Spanish 
Lucas Alaman was foremost among other cultured Creoles who 
could not bear the idea of being governed by an unlettered 
mestizo like Guerrero, who butchered the Spanish language. 

In Vicente Guerrero's second year of office the army revolted. 
Again it was the vice-president this time Anastasio Bustamente 
who led the troops under cover of night into the capital and 
seized the strategic strongholds. Guerrero fled to his native moun 
tains. Here on ground where he had defied the Spanish army 
for four years and carried on the struggle for Mexican inde 
pendence almost single-handed, the former rebel resisted those 
who now rebelled against him. But once again Guerrero was 
tricked by his incorrigible trust in men. At the port of Acapulco 
he was beguiled to visit an Italian trading vessel, where he was 
seized, bound, and declared captive. The insurgent government 
paid the shipmaster fifty thousand pesos for him. In a farcical 
show of justice Guerrero was pronounced mentally deficient. 
Then to make his incompetence incontrovertible, he was shot 
for a traitor. 

Guerrero's death marked the end of the great four who were 
chiefly responsible for Mexican independence Hidalgo, Morelos, 
Guerrero, the three selfless strugglers for liberty, and Iturbide* 
the self-seeking egoist. Bullets from firing squads made periods 
to the earthly careers of all four. But in the Mexican chronicles 
of the first three centuries after the great Cortes himself, these 
four oddly assorted contemporaries have the most illuminated 
pages. 



PART FOUR 
THE REPUBLIC 



9. The Tragi-comedy of Santa Anna 

"What do you want? Souls of rational men or 
irrational? Souls of rational men. Of what ra 
tional men? Sound or unsound? Sound. Why 
then do you not see\ for them? But we have 
them. Why then do you fight and quarrel?" 

SOCRATES 

The first five-year period of independence brought small joy and 
no serenity to Mexico. Involving political intrigue, desertions, 
party switches, and civil strife, it was largely a free-for-all be 
tween the criollos and gachupines for material benefits. In 1827 
the last Spanish officeholders and business men were urgently 
invited to leave the country. But instead of their departure bring 
ing peace, the new republic was thrown into a financial panic 
because the Spaniards took so much capital with them. 

With the offending gachufines out of the picture, the white 
Mexicans and an increasing number of mestizos began to scrap 
among themselves for position and privilege. Despite the consti 
tution of 1824, there was little political stability. Whichever party 
was defeated in an election fomented revolt. Elections were 
fraudulent on both sides, and for a bellyful of pulque the igno 
rant Indians could be persuaded to vote as their benefactors com 
manded. 

127 
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After die downfall of Iturbide in 1824, for more than a quar 
ter of a century the reactionary Santa Anna, who had expediently 
proclaimed a republic, was more or less the strong man of 
Mexico. But he had to wait until the elections of 1832 before 
he was actually called to be the country's president. In January, 
1833, as Iturbide had done, Santa Anna staged a triumphal entry 
from the east. Now in his fortieth year, he was seen by the public 
as an imposing and gravely handsome figure on horseback. He 
possessed the animal magnetism and Latin charm to catch the 
imagination of both the street mob and the drawing room. But 
because liberalism which he had espoused but really despised 
was in the ascendancy, Santa Anna found it expedient to be ill 
at his country place when inauguration day came. Most of the 
time he remained at home while his vice-president, Valentin 
Gomez Farias, a true liberal, worked with congress to enact re 
forms. A few of these measures hit at the church and sheared 
it of some power and revenue. Others curtailed the special privi 
leges of the army officers. An uproar of protestation rose from 
the church, the army, and all conservative criollos. Santa Anna 
played a wily game, temporizing to see which way the cat would 
jump. He did not overdy oppose the reforms of his vice-president 
and congress, but he gave sympathetic audience to the outraged 
churchmen and military. 

Calculating the psychological time aptly, the president selected 
the last day in May, 1834, for his coup d'etat. He audaciously 
shooed his congress from the Sessions Hall, locked the door, 
pocketed the key, exiled his vice-president, and made himself 
dictator. All the reforms directed against the church were voided 
and the special privileges of army officers restored. Te Deums 
were sung in the cathedral and a chorus of prayers for Santa 
Anna's immortal soul went up from pious beadsmen about the 
ked. Recalcitrant liberals were suppressed with a bludgeoning 
fothlessness worthy of an Iturbide. 

Ironically, the man whom the liberals had elevated to the presi- 
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dency put Mexico into a vise of conservatism so pressing that it 
was more than two decades before she could breathe freely again. 

The struggle for the spoils of freedom was unceasing. Like 
the disgusted rank and file of Cortes's army at the division of 
Montezuma's treasure, almost everyone in independent Mexico 
felt cheated. There were jostling and screaming for sinecures, 
pensions, indemnities. Chicanery, fraud, and treason developed 
artfully. Swaggering army officers found outlaws useful in their 
employ. The church was in a stew of political manipulations. 
Many idealists gave up in despair; a few over-sensitive ones 
committed suicide. 

A new centralist constitution was promulgated on December 
thirtieth, 1836, to nullify the constitution of 1824 devised by the 
liberals. By its terms the franchise was so restricted that power 
lay wholely with the privileged classes. Liberal supporters of the 
former constitution in various states put up a stout resistance. 
The wrangling reached its climax a few years later in Texas, 
when colonists from the United States, after a series of protests 
against the centralist powers, created a revolt and finally seceded. 

During the long chain of ill-starred events in which Mexico 
marked time in its growing up, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna 
created for himself a spectacular career and Jiad a marvelous 
time in the role of leading man. The life history of this amazing 
fellow was like a prolonged tragi-comedy overloaded with in 
trigues and counter-intrigues. The plot shifted as lesser characters 
sparred for personal advancement. The spotlight touched here 
and there, and moved on. It was the most thoroughly self-seeking 
and confused period in Mexican history. In between flurries of 
insurrections, society indulged in gaudy interludes. In the parade- 
ful and shallow-brained hero the glittering facade and the inner 
corruption of Mexico were neatly personified. Yet from the 
callous viewpoint of historical entertainment, the scene was dull 
when the pretentious hero was off stage. 
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Like a chameleon, Santa Anna could change his coat to match 
the color of the hour, but in the hard core of his heart he was 
an indelibly dyed reactionary. Shrewd, with a disarming melan 
choly courtesy, he was adroit in his political twists. Inordinately 
conceited, with an eye and a nose for the ladies and a passion 
for gamecocks and fine coaches, he possessed what journalists 
would call a front-page personally. In every emergency Santa 
Anna bobbed up like a deus ex machina with his grave, purpose 
ful countenance and his readiness to promise anything. 

His life was a series of exiles and recalls. By turns he was dis 
graced and elevated. Seven times he was Mexico's chief execu 
tive. His single famous victory at Tampico in 1829 against recon- 
questing Spaniards, who surrendered because they had stupidly 
cut off their own supply line from Cuba, made him accepted 
as a military genius. Though his defeats and retreats were far 
more sensational than his successes, facts could not rub out the 
public opinion that he was the ablest soldier in Mexico. It is true 
he did possess a keen sense of military strategy. But he was care 
less of preparation and criminally negligent about equipment 
and supply. However, no matter how disastrous the rout, how 
flagrant the blunder, he always managed to give defeat some 
aspect of victory. 

Corruption was never ranker in the corrupt political history 
of Mexico than during the quarter century of Santa Anna. A 
continuous graft gouged at the vitals of the Mexican treasury. 
The government was generally controlled by the army officers, 
who persuaded themselves that the republic was created for their 
special indulgence. Though the army budget was proportionately 
very large, the bulk went into officers' pay checks and left little 
enough over for guns and only a pittance for clothing and feed 
ing the common soldiers. 

Santa Anna's bad statesmanship and his military misjudgments 
largely caused the loss of half of Mexico. The trouble began 
with Texas. A Connecticut Yankee named Moses Austin, who 
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was engaged in mining in Missouri, had secured from Iturbide 
permission to bring a group of Roman Catholic colonists from 
Louisiana. Though he died before he could get the colonization 
started, his son, Stephen F. Austin, took over and brought the 
first American settlers into Texas. Because the Mexican govern 
ment regarded the plains of Texas as valueless from the point 
of view of real estate, they asked the settlers an absurdly small 
price for acreage and granted them immunity from taxes for 
seven years. Through the 1820'$ so many more thousands of 
Americans came that Mexico became uneasy. Though the immi 
gration laws of 1826 demanded allegiance to the Roman Catholic 
faith, that did not deter the Americans. Many came in and settled 
with a rifle instead of a title to the land they took. In 1830, under 
the colonization law proposed by Lucas Ataman, foreign min 
ister, settlers were forbidden to bring slaves in with them. But 
the Protestant colonists, who had readily subscribed in name to 
the Roman Catholic faith, facilely changed the status of then- 
Negro slaves to that of indentured servants. By 1833 some twenty 
thousand settlers had crossed into Texas, and already they were 
talking of independence and refusing to pay Spanish customs 
duties on goods brought in from Louisiana. la 1835, during one 
of his recurrent periods of dictatorship, Santa Anna sent troops 
to collect these customs fees. But his soldiers met hot opposition. 

In December, General Cos and his army stood off a five-day 
siege at San Antonio, but at length retreated across the Rio 
Grande, The Texans, thinking the shooting was all over, returned 
to their agricultural pursuits. They were taken by surprise in 
February when the famous Santa Anna himself appeared at San 
Antonio with three thousand troops. 

William Bartlett Travis was in command of the Texans, who 
numbered only one hundred and fifty. They quickly readied the 
old Spanish mission called the Alamo, and prepared to withstand 
Santa Anna's attack. Though outnumbered twenty to one, the 
American refused to surrender. From the nearest church tower 
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the red flag of no quarter flew, and the Mexican band played 
the piece called Deguello (the cutthroat). For a fortnight the 
Americans put up superhuman resistance. The desperately 
wounded fought from their cots until the last remaining ones 
were massacred. Because not a single American lived to tell the 
tale, no authorized report of the battle can be given. 

The only persons within the Alamo who survived were two 
illiterate Mexican women servants and a Negro boy. What they 
recalled from their terror makes the record heroic if confused. 
At the end three Mexicans burst through the heavy doors, shortly 
followed by a horde. Bowie, desperately wounded., sat up in his 
bed for a last fight before he was beaten down. He was firing 
both his pistols when he was killed. Davy Crockett was using 
his rifle as a club when he was finished off. Major Evans was 
shot just in the nick of time, as he was on the point of firing 
the magazine, which would have blown the building to rubble, 
and spoiled for posterity Texas' most historic shrine. The heroism 
of the Texans is today attested to by the epitaph carved on the 
monument: "Thermopylae had its messenger of defeat. The 
Alamo had none." 

The Americans who had refused to surrender were prepared 
to take what they got. The Alamo was not the worst slaughter, 
however. The affair at Goliad was not so spectacular, but it 
was an unmitigated disgrace to Santa Anna and General Urrea. 
There, surrounded by an overpowering force, and when food 
ai;d ammunition were completely used up, three hundred and 
forty-seven Texans did surrender. The terms of surrender were 
duly signed by both sides. The wounded were to receive medical 
attention and the fit were to be paroled on the pledge they would 
not fight against the Mexicans again. The Mexican generals 
carried out their obligations by ordering the active to be shot 
or bayoneted and the wounded to be butchered in their beds. 
Three hundred and twenty men perished ia the mass killing. 
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Twenty-seven escaped into the woods and sought their way to 
Sam Houston to tell the gruesome tale. 

The slaughters at San Antonio and at Goliad were to cost 
the Mexican government a pretty penny. While the siege was 
in progress at the Alamo, other Texans in the eastern part of 
the territory had called a convention and drawn up a declaration 
of independence. Sam Houston, whose life had already assumed 
legendary lumination, had recently arrived and had been elevated 
from his self-created position of a Cherokee Indian chief to the 
command of the rebel Texans. Unprepared yet for battle, Hous 
ton sent word everywhere for the American soldiery and all 
civilians to retire as rapidly as possible out of Mexican reach. 
Santa Anna pursued the general retreat. Houston kept everybody 
on the hopping move until he was ready. At last, near Lynchburg 
ferry, on the San Jacinto River, the doughty frontiersman made 
his stand and gave final instructions. 

On the afternoon of April twenty-first, 1836, armed literally 
to the teeth since some had bowie knives between them, the 
Texans emerged from the oak forest to the music of fife and 
drum. The tune the two-piece band played was perhaps not so 
appropriate as "The Cutthroat," which the Mexicans had played 
as accompaniment to the Alamo massacre, but it was a great 
favorite with the boys. They knew the words by heart, though 
this time they sang them under their breath: 

Will you come to the bow'r I have shaded for you? 
Your bed shall be roses bespangled with dew. 
Will you, will you, will you, will you come to the bow'r ? 
Will you, will you, will you, will you come to the bow'r? 

The sentiment better suited the sweetness of the season and the 
lulling spring fever in the air than imminent death. Santa Anna 
and his foot-weary soldiers were indulging in a long siesta. The 
Mexican cooks were already preparing a high-flavored stew for 
the evening meal Suddenly the little band stopped its music. Two 
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cannon, donated by sympathizers in Cincinnati and affectionately 
called "the twin sisters" by the troops, loosed a volley of scrap 
iron and stones into the Mexican camp. The Americans began 
yelling like Comanches. Shouting "Remember the Alamo!" they 
charged. The Alamo carnage was revenged four for one. With 
six hundred and thirty of their men killed, the remaining Mexi 
cans surrendered. The Texas losses were six killed and twenty- 
five wounded. Santa Anna escaped in carpet slippers. Next day 
he was captured hiding in sedge grass. To save his own skin, on 
May fourteenth, 1836, by the Treaty of Velasco, he signed away 
Texas. 

This time Santa Anna's eloquent tongue could not twist into 
victory such a defeat. Though the Mexican congress refused to 
recognize Texas independence, the army did not pursue the fight. 
Texas was to remain for some years the "Lone-Star Republic." 
She petitioned the United States government for annexation, but 
the northern anti-slavery senators voted against it for political 
reasons. In the meantime, pioneers poured into the big, empty 
spaces. 

Back in Mexico, after months of detention and a pleasant visit 
to Washington, Santa Anna prudendy remained out of the lime 
light, biding his time for the next spectacular opportunity. It 
came in a most unexpected manner. A French fleet arrived to 
collect damages to French shopkeepers incurred in a riot ten years 
previously. The Mexicans belitded the episode by calling it "the 
Pastry War," because a French patisserie had been wrecked by 
drunken officers and the proprietor was howling for restitution. 
Santa Anna rushed to Vera Cruz to assume command of the 
defense. This time he was nearly caught, not in carpet slippers, 
but barefooted and with his pants off. He fled in his underclothes. 
The next day, however, superbly groomed, he appeared on horse 
back leading his troops. In an instant he had the bad and good 
fortune to have his leg torn off by a French cannonball. The loss 
of Ms leg brought him into popular favor again. And when the 
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enemy fleet sailed off after receiving some guarantee of payment, 
Santa Anna proclaimed a military victory. 

After his brief and nearly fatal new sally into public life, Santa 
Anna retired to his estate at Manga de Clavo ("spike of clove") 
to recuperate and to gather wind for the next dramatic move. 
It was in this period that he entertained Angel Calderon de la 
Barca, the newly arrived first Spanish ambassador, and his lively 
Scottish wife, the author of those remarkable letters which gave 
a more vivid picture of Mexico than anything else since the 
publication of Bernal Diaz's personal reminiscences of the con 
quest. 

After passing through miles of enchanting natural garden, all 
the property of Santa Anna, the Calderon de la Barcas arrived 
at five in the morning at Manga de Clavo. The tall, thin Senora 
de Santa Anna received them at that early hour in white muslin, 
white satin slippers, and diamonds. Madame Calderon de la 
Barca wrote: 

In a little while entered General Santa Anna himself, a gentle 
manly, good-looking, quietly dressed, rather melancholy person, with 
one leg, apparently somewhat of an invalid, and the most interesting 
person in the group. He has a sallow complexion, fine, dark eyes, 
soft and penetrating, and an interesting expression of face. Knowing 
nothing of his past history, one would have said a philosopher, living 
in dignified retirement, one who had tried the world, and found that 
all was vanity, one who had suffered ingratitude, and who, if he were 
ever persuaded to emerge from his retreat, would only do so, Cin- 
cinnatus-like, to benefit his country. It is strange, how frequendy 
this expression of philosophic resignation, of placid sadness, is to be 
remarked on the countenances of the deepest, most ambitious and 
most designing men. 

The Calderon de la Barcas were entertained at a breakfast 
served in white and gold French porcelain, and after the meal 
Senora Santa Anna smoked her little cigar taken from a gold 
cigar case with a diamond latch. Santa Anna showed the visitors 
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his favorite old war-horse, a white charger, and his prize game 
cocks. When Madame Calderon expressed surprise that there was 
no special garden connected with the house, the general pro 
tested truthfully that the whole estate, which was some forty 
miles square, was a garden. 

On departing, the perspicacious lady prophesied to her hus 
band that the general "would not long remain in his present state 
of inaction." Her quick perception judged correctly. Shortly 
Santa Anna and two other important generals bombarded the 
capital in an unscrupulous revolt against the incumbent president, 
because he was not -sufficiently proficient at tax-gathering. When 
the shooting was over and the president in hiding, Santa Anna 
in his coach and four drove into the city and resumed the role of 
dictator. He quickly revealed his talents at extracting money. 
And in three years, between 1841 and 1844, he commissioned 
12,000 army officers. The military was gratified with the trust 
they had put in him. To show their appreciation the officers 
brought the amputated leg from its resting place at Manga de 
Clavo and honored it with ceremonious interment in the cathe 
dral itself. 

In the capital of the young republic of Mexico, Madame Cal 
deron de la Barca found an atmosphere "as anti-republican as 
one could wish to see." There was "hardly a connecting link 
between the blankets and the satins, the poppies and the dia 
monds." But the City of Mexico was exciting in its difference, 
and, by dawn or moonlight, noble-looking with its silhouettes 
and solidity. The almost overpowering odors of rose and jasmine, 
honeysuckle and heliotrope suggested to her the blissful Elysian 
Fields. Yet Mexico seethed with intrigue and parvenu display. 
The cost of living was remarkably dear. House rent was absurdly 
Mgh "nothing tolerable to be had under two thousand five 
hundred dollars per annum, -unfurnished." Beggars infested the 
capital and made the air discordant with their choruses of whines 
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and supplications "for the love of the pure blood of Christ." Pro 
fessional mendicants were inspired in artful dodges. One day, 
as an image of the Virgin was being passed through the streets 
to be kissed, one tepero, affecting intense devotion, bit off a large 
pearl that adorned the bejeweled girdle and escaped in the crowd 
before the theft was discovered. Street murders were everyday 
occurrences, and the crowd would look on with curious non 
interference while a killing took place. Occasional dead bodies 
would sprawl on prominent streets like unconsidered trifles. 
Soldiers in long, yellow cloaks and priests in their shovel hats 
would step around the cadavers and go on their own personal 
ways. 

Indians selling green vegetables came gliding on the canal 
along the Viga in their flower-embowered canoes, with plaintive 
songs on their lips. The most prevalent objects in shop windows 
were prayer books and rosaries, daggers and spurs, and prodigious 
sombreros weighted with silver embroidery. The'displays them 
selves offered keys to an understanding of Mexico's quality of 
civilization. 

And through the shifting kaleidoscope of color contrasts, from 
dawn to nightfall came the varying cries of the street venders, 
chanting their wares like the priests intoning prayers in the 
church, but with more enthusiasm and persuasion. Each type of 
vender had his special cry and his favored hours for business. 
Earliest came the charcoal sellers, then the lard and suet women, 
then the peddlers of needles and pins, then the makers of 
meringues and honey-cakes. In the late afternoon the chants of 
"hot roasted chestnuts" were wafted with the pungent odor- And 
in the evening came the most enticing cry of all from those who 
sold roast duck: "Ducks, oh, my soul, hot ducks! Come, young 
sefiors, come!" 

The nights were punctuated with spurs striking sparks from 
the pavements, as adventurous officers swaggered to rendezvous 
of dalliance or plot. When darkness fell on the market place and 
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the shops and stalls were closed, the arcades would be metamor 
phosed into political clubs. Officers and civilians would stroll 
about discussing the current revolution, the one just past, or the 
one to come. 

Though the street scenes by day or night resembled a Venetian 
carnival masquerade, society and etiquette in Mexico were no 
less fantastic. No lady ever paid Madame Calderon de la Barca 
a morning visit without diamonds and satin slippers. And in the 
afternoons and evenings the elite would use five and six brooches 
instead of one to fasten their mantillas. Gold chains wrapped 
three times about ladies' necks reached to the knees. At the thea 
ter the boxes glittered with "a monotony of diamonds and crepe 
de chine shawls." 

The grand old ladies of the viceregal court were fast disappear 
ing by 1840, and their place in society was being filled by the 
amiable but uncultivated wives of upstart generals. The town 
houses were elaborate with gilt cabinets and bric-a-brac, but the 
furnishings could not measure up to the lace and embroidery ag<i 
spangles~~anH fringe of the costumes. When formal invitations 
came for receptions or bullfights or celebrations of Mass for the 
repose of a dead soul, they were written on blue satin bordered 
with silver lace and tassels. The elaborate invitations were in 
keeping with the dazzling suits of the matadors, and with the 
private masses when the great churches were hung with crimson 
velvet and lit with thousands of wax tapers, where whole orches 
tras played while a hundred white-robed friars prayed in unison 
for a young girl's soul. 

Ladies went to afternoon bullfights in full evening decolle- 
tage and smoked their cigars in the open as freely as they did in 
intermissions at the theater or in their carriages on the Paseo. 
This was the golden age of the carriage, when one's social stand 
ing was often gauged by the elegance of the equipage. On the 
afternoon drives the ladies always appeared "in full toilet," but 
without mantilla, their dark hair interwoven with jewels and 
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jasmine. Officers on prancing mounts rode by their side, while 
gallantry and coquetry gracefully leaped the conventional inter 
val. Sometimes ladies driving alone in the suburbs were undone 
because of their jewels. A cavalier permitted to leap from his 
horse to a seat beside a girl for a rendezvous repaid the courtesy 
by running his saber into her side and relieving 4ier of her dia 
monds, much to the astonishment of the family coachman when 
he awaked from a nap under a roadside tree. 

Yet with the excitement of the unexpected at any turn in the 
street or at any hour of the day, Madame Calderon de la Barca 
found Mexican compliments uncommonly tiresome. Though she 
reported the Mexican woman the most amiable tif all her kind 
in the world, as Lady Mary Wordey Montagu did the Turkish 
woman, she remarked they had no conversation beyond the 
formula: 

After having embraced each lady who entered, according to the 
fashion which after all seems cordial to say the least of it, and seated 
the lady of most consequence on the right side of the sofa, a point 
of great importance, the following dialogue is de rigueur. "How are 
you? Are you well?" "At your service; and you?" "Without novelty 
(sin novedad)) at your service." "At your disposal; and you?" "A 
thousand thanks, and the senor?" "At your service, without novelty," 
etc. Besides, before sitting down, there is < Pray be seated,'* "Pass 
first, senorita." "No, madam, pray pass first.' 5 "Vaya, well, to oblige 
you, without further ceremony; I dislike compliments and etiquette." 

The first visit over, the ladies re-embrace, the lady of the house 
following her guests to the top of the staircase, and again compli 
ments are given and received. "Madam, you know that my house 
is at your disposal." "A thousand thanks, madam. Mine is at yours, 
and, though useless, know me for your servant, and command me in 
everything that you may desire." "Adieu, I hope you may pass a 
good night." At the bottom of the first landing-place the visitors again 
turn around to catch the eye o the kdy of the house, and the adieus 
are repeated. 

During this period, though the social life of the city was inces 
sant, that of the hacienda was in eclipse. The country houses were 
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largely empty because of the continual rounds of revolutions and 
counter-revolutions. A countess assured Madame Calderon de la 
Barca that she had twice completely furnished her place, but 
that in two revolutions everything had been thrown from the 
windows and destroyed. In the future she had resolved to confine 
herself to le stricte necessaire. So half the bedrooms in her great 
house were bare of furniture, and the others -reduced to green- 
painted bedsteads and washstands and chairs, with no rugs on 
the elaborately painted brick floors. On the whole, the country 
houses at this time were used more as occasional summer retreats 
than for entertaining. To foreigners they seemed crosses between 
fortresses and barns. 

Many of the convents were far more luxurious than the haci 
endas, for rarely were they molested during uprisings. One that 
Madame Calderon de la Barca visited in 1842, the Convent of 
the Incarnation, was in fact like a palace. She wrote: 

Each nun has a servant, and some have two. . . . The convent is 
rich; each novice at her entrance pays five thousand dollars into the 
common stock. . * . Having visited the whole building and admired 
one virgin's blue satin and pearls, and another's black velvet and 
diamonds, sleeping holy infants, saints, paintings, shrines and confes 
sionals ... we came at length to a large hall, decorated with paint 
ings and furnished with antique highbacked arm-chairs, where a very 
elegant supper, lighted up and ornamented, greeted our astonished 
eyes; cakes, chocolate, ices, creams, custards, tarts, jellies, blancmanges, 
orange and lemonade, and other profane dainties, ornamented with 
gilt paper cut into little flags. I was placed in a chair that might have 
served for a pope. . . . The elder nuns in stately array looked like 
statues in stone. A young girl, a sort of pensionnaire, brought in a 
little harp without pedals, and while we ate, sang different ballads 
with a good deal of taste. 

The magnificence of the church in contrast to the rags of the 
Indians continued to amaze Madame Calderon de la Barca's 
Scotch sense of proportion. Again and again she was struck with 
wonder at the bishop's "blaze of gold and jewels" and the daz- 
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zling display of silver and gold and crimson velvet and jewels in 
churches. At the consecration of a new archbishop of Mexico, 
"the bishops were arrayed in white velvet and gold and their 
miters were literally covered with diamonds. . . ." 

It was to keep the gold candlesticks and golden holy-water 
basins secure and in good repair that the clergy supported the 
unprincipled Santa Anna. Next to the bishops, the generals had 
the pick of the fruits of the land, and it became a diverting sport 
to seize upon the coveted estate of a political opponent and to 
shoot him for a traitor to the republic if he put up defiance. 

The popularity of Santa Anna ran according to pattern and 
lasted only so long as there was cash to meet the officers* salaries. 
Though the schemer proved adroit at extraction of taxes, the 
treasury was kept bankrupt by the rapacity of the officers. In 1844 
General Paredes revolted, and while Santa Anna went off to 
quell the rebellion, his liberal enemies in Mexico took over, and 
elected a new president. In trying to regain his power Santa 
Anna was defeated, and skipped to the hills. Here he was rescued 
and captured by enemy troops, just as cannibalistic Indians were 
preparing "to stew him for dinner." The government banished 
him "forever" and permitted him to choose Cuba for his exile. 



io. "Green Grow the Rashes" 

"The morrow of the victory has more perils 
than its eve" 



MAZZINI 



Sam Houston had been inaugurated as President of Texas, the 
"Lone Star Republic/' on October twenty-second, 1836. Nine 
years passed before Texas's petition for admission to the Union 
was finally granted on March first, 1845. The Mexican govern 
ment had never ratified the Treaty of Velasco or recognized the 
independence of Texas. But though Mexico had not taken up 
arms to dispute the annexation, it had continued to harass the 
Texans. Sporadic raids into Texas, with Santa Anna's sanction, 
had continued. Now the Mexican minister in Washington 
promptly demanded his papers and called the annexation the 
most unjust act of aggression in modern history. The United 
States minister to Mexico was speeded home. Though Mexico 
was totally unprepared for war and a house divided against itself, 
her journalists and orators began to shout for a vindication of 
national honor. 

They ignored the fact that the Mexican treasury was worse 
than depleted and there was a large foreign debt to meet. France 
and England were demanding payments on debts, in threatening 
notes. The latter's claims were based on outrageous speculations 
in Mexican bonds, which the British had paid for at twenty-five 
cents on the dollar, for which they demanded payment at face 
value plus generous interest. In an arbitrated counter-damage- 
claims case, umpired by the Prussian king, the United States had 
recently been awarded $2,500,000. Though the budget of the 
Mexican army was greater than that of her northern neighbor 
in 1845, only a meager proportion of it went into arms and equip- 
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ment and the training of soldiers. Most of it went into fat salary 
checks of officers. Mexico was devoid of materiel. 

The United States had long cast amorous glances at California. 
Some of her congressmen had sought assiduously to find justifiable 
and noble reasons for acquiring the territory willy-nilly. In Octo 
ber, 1842, in the Tyler administration, Commodore T. A. C. Jones 
had impulsively and imprudently seized Monterrey, California, 
in the belief that war was inevitable. Though ordered to with 
draw with apologies, he had stirred up the worst suspicions in 
Mexico. But it was April of 1846 before war was loosed > with a 
casus belli that satisfied the majority. 

General Zachary Taylor was in command of the American 
army at Fort Jesup on the western boundary of Louisiana. On 
July thirtieth, 1845, "Old Rough and Ready" was ordered "to 
defend Texas as far as occupied by Texans." He moved his forces 
down to Corpus ChristL In March, 1846, he proceeded westward 
to the east bank of the Rio Grande across from Matamoras, just 
as regulars of the Mexican army were ordered to the frontier. 
While Taylor was getting established much nearer to war, Presi 
dent Polk sent John Slidell of Louisiana to treat with President 
Herrera, who believed a policy of appeasement could best serve 
Mexico. Slidell had been authorized to offer $5,000,000 for the 
loss of Texas and $25,000,000 for California. However, the sale 
of neither territory was to be made a condition of peace negotia 
tions. Secretary of State Buchanan had said to Slidell: 'The Pres 
ident is sincerely desirous to preserve peace with Mexico. Both 
inclination and policy dictate the course." 

But by the time the stage was set for negotiations to proceed, 
General Paredes, a Yankee-hater, had overthrown the moderat 
ing Herrera, who departed posthaste with all that remained of 
his government, in one vehicle. Paredes was not in conciliatory 
niood, and did not disguise his disdaia. The Slidell mission flatly 
failed. 

Oa April twenty-fifth, 1845, die war actually began when a 
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small body of Taylor's dragoons was ambushed and destroyed 
by Mexican cavalry in disputed territory. The Americans main 
tained that the destruction occurred in "a tax district of the United 
States." So in his message to congress President Polk described 
the ambuscade as "the shedding of American blood on American 
soil." Though Folk's message was stigmatized as "untruthful and 
frantic" by his more bitter opponents, only two senators out of 
forty voted their disapproval of it, and fourteen representatives 
out of one hundred and seventy-four. Though many private 
citizens denounced what they called "the foul dealing of the 
United States towards Mexico/ 5 the war was launched. 

In May, General Arista's six thousand Mexicans fell back be 
fore the marksmanship of the Americans. Taylor crossed the Rio 
Grande and took Matamoros. By river boats the troops went four 
hundred miles to prepare to march overland to Monterrey in 
Nuevo Leon. There was a lull of two months, while the Ameri 
cans fell victims of Mexican dysentery and a virulent epidemic 
of measles. The chief occupation was handling the corpses of the 
thousands who died. To cheer each other in their illness and 
convalescence, the boys did a lot of singing. A favorite which 
they sang with especial gusto in the arid plains of north Mexico 
was "Green Grow the Rashes, O," Robert Burns's poem set to a 
lively tune. The Mexicans listening to the chorus, hearing "Green 
grow" repeated over and over and trying to catch some signifi 
cance in the words, began muttering, "Gringo, gringo'/ and at 
length applied the name gringos to the Americans who sang 
about the gringo. The word came to embrace all the opprobrium 
the Mexicans stored up in the word gachupin, something similar 
to the hate and contempt Southerners came to put into the word 
"Yankee." 

In 1846 the opponents on both sides professed and expressed 
more contempt than hate for the other. The Mexican newspaper, 
El "Dwrio del Gobierno, gave its disdainful view of the American 
soldiers: "The American army is made up of adventurers who 
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have no country, no political or religious creed, no moral princi 
ples or sentiments; for whom there are no priests or magistrates, 
and for whom the house of God, the Senate, a drawing room, 
a theater, and a circus, are all the same." 

The Washington Union attempted to season its contempt with 
a dash of moral righteousness: "We must teach these Mexicans 
that we are superior to them in energy as well as military skill. 
We must impress them with a deep conviction that their true 
interest is peace with us now, and in all future time. Acting 
upon these high principles, we will prosecute the war with 
greater means, a sterner will, and with irresistible vigor. If they 
are not sufficiently beaten to make them seek for peace, we must 
beat them again and again coerce them at every available point, 
scatter their guerilleros, occupy their towns, and levy more con 
tributions upon their inhabitants." 

However much the Mexicans despised the Americans, their 
soldiers were no match for the guns of the American adventurers. 
When his boys were strong enough to be on the march again, 
General Taylor proceeded to take the city of Monterrey with 
ease. 

While Taylor was on his way south, another revolution took 
place in the Mexican capital and another change of government, 
with a restitution of the constitution of 1824. President Paredes, 
who had adamantly opposed appeasement, had found the con 
duct of war too difficult and had taken to drink. Amid the con 
sternation and confusion in Mexico City the name of Santa Anna 
was loudly voiced. As in other national emergencies, he was re 
called from exile in Cuba. But the American fleet in the Gulf 
blocked his way. By a clever deception, the slippery Santa Anna 
persuaded President Polk to let Kim through the American block 
ade to Vera Cruz to stop the war. He proposed to make a good 
American peace at the first opportunity, "after the Mexicans had 
been slightly chastised for their misdeeds.'* 

On Ms arrival, the liberal congress in power once more gave 
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Santa Anna command of the army and expected Mm to go 
straight off to halt the Americans. But the war stood still for 
several months while Santa Anna collected an army and Taylor's 
men further recuperated from the ravages of disease. In the 
interim General Winfield Scott, "Old Fuss and Feathers/' was 
put in command of half of Taylor's army and ordered to effect 
a march on the City of Mexico by way of the seaport of Vera 
Cruz. Taylor, against orders, moved down to Saltillo at the end 
of January, 1847. 

At the head of 25,000 ragtag and bobtail troops, Santa Anna 
drove off from San Luis Potosi in his mule-drawn coach, with 
a crate of his -favorite gamecocks, to meet the Americans. Taylor's 
force, reduced by the withdrawal of soldiers under Scott, was 
only a third the size of Santa Anna's. 

This time, after all the long waiting, it was Zachary Taylor 
who was caught napping. Leaving a quantity of his supplies in 
smoking ruins, he withdrew helter-skelter for some ten miles to 
the hacienda of Buena Vista. The fighting on the two days of 
February twenty-second and twenty-third was bitter and bloody. 
It ended in a draw. The three-to-one numerical advantage of 
Santa Anna, plus his better strategy, was offset by the aim of 
American artillery fire. The ragged Indians soon got enough of 
it and said they wanted to go home. Their women -those 
soldaderas who always accompanied their husbands to the Mexi 
can battles to cook for them gathered pots, pans, and babies 
together and agreed that this cannon fire was too rough. Santa 
Anna turned tail in the night after ordering a stealthy retreat. 
Leaving his conscripts to fend for themselves, he drove off in 
his coach, proclaiming his success in every town and displaying 
two captured American flags as evidence of victory. 

The next morning, after a miserable night, General Taylor 
and his men, who thought they had been whipped, were flabber? 
gasted and delighted to find the Mexican army had vanished. 
While Santa Anna was waving his captured standards and being 
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hailed as a hero, the president in Washington was duly informed 
of an American victory. 

The Mexican commander, like his soldiers, was unwilling to 
face more of Taylor's artillery until he was better equipped. So 
the liberal congress timorously passed a law authorizing the con 
version of church properties up to the value of 5,000,000 pesos 
if funds were not forthcoming elsewhere. The churchmen were 
willing to offer generous prayers for victory, but were indignant 
at the thought of contributing to the war effort. Some of them 
cried aloud, "Death to the government!" To many of the clergy, 
the Yankees were the less of two evils. Several priests were 
accused of conspiring with secret agents to surrender the capital 
to the Americans. Insurrection broke out, and the liberals were 
ousted from the government 

By mid-March Santa Anna again held the balance of power. 
But he had no time for further politics, because the Americans 
under General Winfield Scott had captured Vera Cruz on the 
ninth and were on the march to Mexico. At the pass of Cerro 
Gordo on the road toward Jalapa, Santa Anna set up fortifications 
and felt confident he could hold out against any American attack. 
But Scott's soldiers, aided by disaffected Mexicans, made a flank 
attack on April seventeenth, and on the eighteenth Santa Anna's 
troops retreated to Orizaba. In mountainside encounters, with 
native guides to assist them, the Americans outmaneuvered as 
well as oiitshot the Mexicans all along the way. Many of the sur 
vivors rushed back to the capital, every man for himself. 

As Indians who hated the Aztecs had made conquest easier 
for Cortes, so did members of opposing factions make the way 
less tedious for the Americans. Puebla, stronghold of Catholi 
cism, capitulated without a shot being fired. General Scott was 
cordially entertained. The deplorable division in Mexico was ex 
pressed by El Diario del Gobiemo: "The internal enemies of the 
country, the secret agents of our external enemies, those who are 
laboring to open to United States soldiers the gates of the capital, 
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neglect no means, however criminal, of fomenting dissensions 
and distrust among us; as more favorable to the designs of the 
invader is our own disunion than all the disasters we can suffer 
in combat." In the City of Mexico even Santa Anna himself was 
accused of betraying the Mexican cause to the Americans., and 
temporarily lost his political control. Pandemonium was loosed 
as various generals thrust themselves forward as potential saviors. 
But as always in the crises, Santa Anna proved the strong man. 

Now he vigorously prepared for the defense of Mexico City, 
while holding off the Americans who were encamped and bil 
leted at Puebla by intimating that the Mexicans would soon be 
ready to make peace. Hoping that a quick peace could be ob 
tained without an attack on the capital. President Polk had sent 
Nicholas B. Triste to negotiate with the Mexican government 
from General Scott's headquarters. Through his commissioners 
Santa Anna had the gall to plead the immediate necessity of ten 
thousand dollars to speed his peace movement. The cash was 
actually forwarded to him from American headquarters at Puebla. 
After three months of dickering, while the defenses of Mexico 
City were being strengthened, when peace did not come General 
Scott decided to hasten the Mexicans' decision by advancing on 
the capital. By the tenth of August his forces were within striking 
distance. Still there was no peace. The Mexicans demanded the 
return of the north bank of the Rio Grande and California and 
indemnification for invasion damages. Scott gave the command 
to capture the city. 

The populace of Mexico now seemed for the first time united 
in the cause of defending their capital against the invaders. All 
men from fifteen to fifty were under arms. For three weeks the 
volunteer recruits withstood the Americans with stubborn brav 
ery. In this period Santa Anna displayed his best talents in lead 
ership and personal courage. When excessively hard pressed he 
asked once more for a truce to discuss peace terms. In the interim 
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of armistice, which was obligingly granted, he repaired his 
broken defenses. Then he declined the peace offer. 

The Americans finally shot their way into the city, and on 
September thirteenth attempted to storm the fortress of Chapul- 
tepec, high above on its porphyry hill. Here they met with fierce 
opposition from the heroic young cadets of the military school. 
Disillusioned with their country's betrayal and ruin by their 
elders, the youths fought like tigers to redeem the honor of 
Mexico. When the castle was irrevocably lost and almost all of 
their young comrades lay dead all about them, the last boys 
wrapped Mexican flags about their bodies and leaped to their 
deaths over the precipice, defiantly shouting "Viva Mexico!" The 
Americans stood dumb with admiration before such valor. 

In the early morning of September fourteenth. General Scott 
and his battle-stained troops drew up in the great plaza before 
the cathedral, the white flag of surrender fluttering high above 
them. The capital was theirs. The American boys believed the 
war was over and turned their thoughts to getting home. 

But while peace negotiations were again in progress, sporadic 
fighting continued 'throughout the fall and winter. The elusive 
Santa Anna, who had escaped by withdrawing to Guadalupe, was 
for continuing the war. The majority was against him. Mexico 
was without leadership. Bandit gangs on the prowl not only am 
bushed Americans but looted well-to-do Mexicans. The conserva 
tives were for peace and order at any price. At length they ousted 
Santa Anna, who hid in the mountains until the Americans 
promised him safe conduct. This time he chose Jamaica for his 
exile, and American officers at Vera Cruz gave a farewell party 
for him before he sailed. 

Constituted authorities of the two nations now went on with 
peace negotiations. The terms were exceedingly bitter to Mexico. 
The United States demanded almost half of her territory, every 
thing north of the Rio Grande from Louisiana to the Pacific: 
Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California. In return the United 
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States would pay fifteen million dollars and wipe out the long 
standing damage claims. While some of the American press was 
ringing with a popular clamor for annexing the whole of the 
Mexican territory, the new president of Mexico, Manuel de la 
Pena y Pena, and his congress agreed to the hard terms. The 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on February second, 
1848. It was ratified in Washington on March tenth. The last 
American soldier departed in July. Hatred smoldered in Mexico 
and humiliation left its corroding marks. In the United States the 
acquisition of so much new territory increased the growing hos 
tility between the North and the South over slavery and was a 
potent factor in bringing on the tragic War Between the States. 

Mexico was so stunned by the result of her disastrous little 
war with the United States that she stayed quiescent for five 
years. She entered a frugal period and cut the army appropriation 
about seventy per cent, without arousing a revolution. In the 
sobering interval more and more men came to consider the grasp 
ing military and the church as incubuses to be thrown off, if 
Mexico were ever to progress or relieve the distress of her people. 
The moderate liberals began to see that drastic measures were 
necessary, that only in becoming extremely radical could they 
achieve anything of real value. So the defeat was in a sense the 
stimulus to a nationalistic feeling, a desire to regain self-respect 
as an independent state, an awakening of consciousness of the 
rights of Indian citizens. 

All about the country provincial intellectuals were stirring, and 
making up programs for reforms. Students and literary men, 
becoming acutely nationalistic, sought to undermine conservative 
ideas in prose, poetry, and oratory. For the public's edification 
tihey revealed how not only political life had retrogressed, but 
how agricultural, mining, and commerce had lost impetus since 
colonial days. They pled for a complete re-estimation of values 
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and some immediate relief for the pitiable condition of the 
masses. 

One of the most forceful of these promising radicals was the 
governor of the state of Oaxaca, Benito Juarez. He was a pure- 
blooded Zapotec Indian who had begun his "civilized" life as a 
house boy. Before that he had known dire poverty at first hand, 
but he had been fortunate in coming in contact with a kind 
cleric who recognized his youthful abilities and arranged for his 
education. From a humble law office, Juarez rose to be governor. 
And because neither he nor any official directly under him pro 
fited financially by his position, his almost unprecedented hon 
esty became proverbial throughout Mexico. A naturally taciturn 
man, every word he did speak or write carried conviction. He 
came to be recognized as that liberal leader who had the clearest 
conception of democracy. 

In desperation at the prospect of losing their power because of 
the growing popular nationalistic movement, the conservatives 
cast about for a king from Europe to head a Mexican monarchy. 
In the interim they decided on the expedient of a military dic 
tatorship. By a concentrated effort they threw out the liberals. 
Once more Santa Anna was offered the dictatorship on a silver 
platter. With almost immodest haste he arrived from his exile 
to take it with both hands. After a prolonged royal progress from 
the coast, he was solemnly sworn in as "president with dicta 
torial powers" on, April twentieth, 1853. 

Lucas Alaman became chief of Santa Anna's cabinet and drew 
up an excellent program for the dictator, including the con 
struction of roads, the installation of telegraphs, and the develop 
ment of unoccupied lands. But the admirable Alaman died sud 
denly in June, and Santa Anna was left with no check on his 
external conscience. Hie death of the honest-purposed Alaman 
was the worst blow that could have befallen the conservative 
party. He had thought that under the dictatorship of Santa Anna, 
guided by himself, the country could be readied for a monarchy, 
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to be furnished with a Catholic prince from a foremost house in 
Europe. 

Though his term was set for one year only, Santa Anna secretly 
reckoned on the rest of his days. To avoid future annoyance, the 
new dictator cleared all offices of remaining liberals, though most 
of the important ones had already fled. Juarez was among those 
who sought refuge in New Orleans. Here the former governor 
rolled cigarettes to make a living for his family. 

Despite the ruptured economy and the staggering debt-pile, 
Santa Anna now tried to outdo Iturbide in creating a glittering 
court. His fondest dreams were now about to be realized. He 
had everything his way. So he confiscated, levied, plundered. But 
he was so tender with the church that the bishops supported him 
with all their temporal and spiritual power. A church-inspired 
claque soon hailed him as "Perpetual Dictator/ 5 and on Decem 
ber sixteenth, 1853, he actually proclaimed himself Perpetual Dic 
tator. He came to be addressed as "Most Serene Highness," and 
began to create about him a society worthy of his supreme posi 
tion. He took an enormous house and furnished it richly. He 
had resplendent uniforms specially designed for the officials sur 
rounding him. Attracted by the bushy beards of the Czar of 
Russia's guards he saw in pictures, he decided that his beardless 
Indian guards should have them too. So he got them enormous 
false black ones, and when he attended the opera his retinue was 
a sight to behold. In the midst of his gala circle Santa Anna 
himself dressed in grave but expensive simplicity, for contrast. 
But he drove in a variety of elegant coaches. And he decreed 
that his cabinet ministers should ride in coaches of various colors 
canary yellow for one ministry, mauve for another, emerald 
green for a third, and so on through the spectrum. The poor 
ministers had not only to ride in them, but they had to buy them 
and provide the satin liveries for their grooms. 

For two years the Perpetual Dictator lived in mimic greatness, 
with his fighting cocks to amuse him and a succession of amorous 
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adventures to relieve the tedium of statecraft. He never failed 
under any circumstance to pay obeisance to his religion. The bull 
fights he attended were always "in honor of the Virgin." He 
opened the cockfights with the chant: "Hail, most Holy Mary, 
the cocks are coming." Then, despite his tributes to heaven, sud 
denly the jig was up. The treasury was again bare. In an effort 
to save himself (less than six months after Lucas Alaman's death) 
he had sold a strip of territory, south of Arizona, known as the 
Mesilla Valley to the United States for ten million dollars. But 
this cash had not lasted long in Santa Anna's extravagant hands, 
and the act was more unpopular than anything Santa Anna ever 
did in his misguided career. Generals and officeholders turned 
against their chief, as the republicans of Guerrero under the aging 
Juan Alvarez already had done the year before, when they 
launched the Plan of Ayutla. Scenting the imminent whirlwind, 
Santa Anna made a quick getaway to the coast. At Perote he 
paused to release an abdication. On August seventeenth he 
shipped from Vera Cruz. By grim coincidence the boat that took 
him to exile was named after that upstart emperor whose down 
fall he had plotted. The Iturbide bore him to Venezuela and 
colorless obscurity. His country never again recalled His Most 
Serene Highness to the political stage. 

For two decades, however, Santa Anna figuratively lingered 
in the wings, straining to hear a cue. He made one abortive 
entrance, when he appeared to offer his services to Maximilian, 
But the French swiftly shifted him away. Finally, in the early 
Diaz days, as an old man, he was allowed to return to the capital, 
where he mingled with the mob completely unrecognized. As 
an unconsidered supernumerary the old-time star eked out a 
shabby existence, and he died unmourned in 1876, 

Santa Anna made a more spectacular mess of his life than 
any of the other prominent historical figures. During the quarter 
century of his interrupted ascendancy, instead of progressing with 
the new, hard-earned independence, Mexico floundered in civil 
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broils concocted by cynical selfishness. Repeatedly looked to as 
the savior of his country, Santa Anna was its chief wrecker. Not 
only did he lose half the territory of Mexico, but he was the 
agitator of bloody revolts that left his country prostrate and 
virulent with animosities. Madame Calderon de la Barca had 
shrewdly discerned on that early morning visit at Manga de 
Clavo "the lurking devil in Santa Anna's eye." But neither any 
casual observer nor his close friend who early remarked that he 
had within him "a principle of action forever impelling him for 
ward" foresaw the destructive potentialities of his misguided 
ambition. If this sinister figure had possessed half as much con 
structive ability as he had genius for intrigue, Mexico's sequent 
history would have run differently. 



PART FIVE x 

JUAREZ AND MAXIMILIAN 

n. Indian in Command 

"How close is the J^inship between a man and 
the whole human race t for it is a community, 
not of a little blood or seed, but of intelli 
gence!' 

6 MARCUS AURELIUS 

I 

With Santa Anna's precipitate exit in 1855, the Mexican stage 
was again in chaos. But out of the confusion there emerged a 
purposeful liberal movement, with some men of good will to 
lead and inspire. For twelve years, however, a kind of social 
revolution waxed and waned a revolution of the mestizo bour 
geoisie rather than the masses. The mestizos rose rapidly in 
political power and laid the foundations for economic develop 
ment. The period is known as the Reform. Its prime objectives 
were the destruction of feudalism and the weakening of the 
temporal power of the church. The Reform was only partially 
successful, but it gave birth to forces that were to come to domi 
nate in Mexico more than a half century later. In its own time 
it met with envenomed opposition, and it would most likely have 
been blotted out if it had not been for one man the Indian, 
Benito Juarez. Juarez is the hero of the Reform. 

In the new governmental set-up, at a junta in Cuernavaca on 
October fourth, Juan Alvarez, the doughty warrior chieftain of 
the southern mountains, was made temporary president. It was 
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this old Indian with Negro blood who had initiated the revolt 
on February twentieth, 1854 that finished the political career 
of Santa Anna. He had fought by the side of Vicente Guerrero, 
his idol, and for forty years he had been a leader in every impor 
tant rebellion. In succeeding against Santa Anna in the south he 
had been aided by Ignacio Comonfort, a Creole gentleman of 
mildly liberal tendencies who commanded the forces at Aca- 
pulco. Comonfort was made minister of war in the new cabinet. 
To Benito Juarez was given the post of minister of justice, 
and an opportunity to initiate reforms. 

On November fourteenth Alvarez made his entrance into the 
capital, fantastically attended by a bodyguard of bizarre Indian 
warriors. White Mexicans and mestizos alike were filled with 
apprehension at what they regarded as a portentous racial gesture. 
While they jeered openly, they feared in private. And many of 
the intellectual liberals looked with frank distaste on the presi 
dency of the dark, uneducated chieftain. They did not feel an 
tipathy, however, to the full-blooded Benito Juarez, whose intel 
lectual caliber was superior to that of most of them. Juarez was a 
thinker, not a soldier, and a man of such integrity and austerity 
of character and habits that he commanded instant respect 

Nine days after Alvarez had set up his presidential office in 
the capital, Juarez, as minister of justice, made a bold move. He 
decreed (November twenty-third, 1855) the abolition of the spe 
cial privileges of the church and the military. Priests and army 
officers were to be brought to civil justice as were any other 
citizens. Such a tempest was created by the church and the army 
that the liberals who opposed Alvarez took the opportunity to 
persuade him to relinquish the presidency to the more moderate 
Comonfort. The old fighter was not reluctant to return to the 
mountain farm he plowed with his own hands when he was not 
in revolt. He realized his incapacity to steer a ship of state as 
fully as he knew he was without a peer in guerrilla fighting. He 
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left for Guerrero on December twelfth, having been chief execu 
tive of Mexico for two months and a week. 

Though the troubled waters were somewhat stilled by Alvarez's 
departure with his Indians, the move to end clerical domination 
did not subside. And on June twenty-fifth, 1856, a climactic stage 
was reached when the Ley Lerdo was passed by a more than five 
to one majority in the congress. The law was named after Miguel 
Lerdo de Tejada, the secretary of treasury, who drew up the 
document. By its articles all the church properties except the 
actual houses of worship were to be sold. It was made illegal 
henceforth for the church to own agricultural land. But the law 
was not confiscatory, in that the church was to receive the pur 
chase price less a substantial tax paid to the government. The 
liberals had expected the land-hungry people to buy up the land 
in small tracts. But the priests frightened the poor and humble 
out of desire to buy, whereas members of the new rich bourgeoisie 
bought up vast estates intact. 

The church was not really damaged economically by the law, 
though its prestige had been assaulted. And the church was 
further humiliated when the control of cemeteries was taken 
from it and entrusted to a department of public health, which 
had just been created. The church was not only accused of gross 
carelessness of hygienic considerations in burials, but it suffered 
the loss of the lucrative burial fees. 

The Ley Lerdo and the Ley Juarez together raised such violent 
opposition from the church that friars began to store arms and 
ammunition in some of the monasteries. A revolt of clerical- 
conservatives broke out in Puebla. The infection spread, and it 
was March, 1857, before peace was restored. Comonfort may have 
been wrong in pardoning all the captured insurrectionists, for 
worse trouble was to come later. 

The new Reform constitution, which had been in preparation 
throughout most of 1856, was completed on February fifth. It 
included among its articles both the abolition of the special dis- 
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pensations from civil justice for clergy and military and the pro 
hibition of future land ownership by corporations. The church 
men now became frantic, for they recognized that a new era was 
being born. The pope himself damned the Reform constitution 
and all its ratifiers and supporters. Any person who swore alle 
giance to it or bought church property was to be denied Chris 
tian burial. When a certain signer governor was assassinated, the 
church refused to bury his corpse until his family had suffered 
it to be scourged penitentiaUy in public, and had paid a tidy sum 
to the church for the ceremony of chastisement. 

A prime object of the Reform constitution was to break up 
land concentration and to put the entailed estates of the church 
to use for the general welfare. Tenants living on church proper 
ties had the right to buy them at a fair price, according to the 
rents they were paying. But few enough tenants had any capital, 
and those with money dreaded the threatened excommunication. 
So when the church lands were put on sale, or "denounced/' a 
troop of 'American, British, French, and German capitalists 
rushed to buy the properties. In the effort to breathe life into the 
mortmain estates of the church, the Reform lost many of the best 
to foreign absentee landlords. 

By forbidding the ownership of land by civil corporations, the 
new laws broke up the ejidos, those community-owned lands on 
which the Indian peasants largely made their living. This proved 
to be a most unfortunate procedure, although the family heads 
of the villages now individually owned their private parcels. The 
hacendados began to buy up many of these parcels, and their 
agents became adroit in cheating the Indians. For a handful of 
cash and a drenching in aguardiente, Indians could be persuaded 
to sell their new private property. 

It had seemed a logical part of the program to give every man 
Ms own plot of ground. But it simply did not work; the Indians 
were subject to the dictates of human nature, and many did not 
care to save themselves from themselves for themselves. So, para- 
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doxically, the land reform so beneficently conceived for the gen 
eral welfare merely brought about a greater land concentration. 
And the provision that dissolved the time-honored ejido proved 
the chief bone of contention in the revolutionary years to come. 

Under the new constitution, Comonfort had been duly elected 
president and Juarez made chief of the supreme court, which 
was equivalent also to the vice-presidency. By autumn, in the 
thick of the increasingly bitter animosities, to try to avoid civil 
war by appeasing the conservatives Comonfort asked his party 
for a more moderate revision of the constitution. The liberal con 
gressmen, distrusting his desire for conciliation, withdrew to 
Queretaro and renounced him, leaving him in the capital a presi 
dent without a party. In its renunciation of Comonfort, congress 
automatically made the Indian Juarez president of Mexico. Com 
pletely rid of military men in the high offices, Mexico was now 
governed mainly by lawyers and writers, with more Indian blood 
in the ruling body than since the days of Cuauhtemoc. But it was 
not for long. The conservatives took possession of power in the 
capital, and the appeasing General Comonfort went off sadly 
into exile. The church-backed conservative army set about to 
wipe out the new liberal government. Juarez escaped to Man- 
zanillo on the Pacific coast and shipped to Panama and thence to 
Vera Cruz, which had remained loyally liberal. For three years 
Juarez conducted his liberal government from Vera Cruz, refus 
ing to accept def eat, while the whole land was rent with a most 
vicious civil war. 

While the church was opening its coffers munificently to the 
reactionary armies, Juarez was appropriating the customs duties 
at Vera Cruz. Although the anti-liberal forces were successful in 
most of the cities and large towns, the constitutionalists held the 
countryside by the most devilish sort of guerrilla warfare. Vera 
Cruz withstood successfully two major attacks from the reac 
tionary troops. And through the whole nightmarish three years 
with the conservatives winning all the other major engagements 
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it was the integrity and inflexibility of the little Indian that 
kept the ideal of democracy glowing. His simple words of pro 
found import stirred the people as no Spanish rhetoric could have 
done. 

In July of 1859, realizing that the power of the church had 
to be radically broken if Mexico were ever to have peace and 
economic stability again, Juarez issued his famous Reform laws. 
All church property was declared confiscated. Monastic orders 
were to be broken up and convents dismantled with the decease 
of present occupants. Seminaries were prohibited. Freedom of 
worship for all religions was decreed. Marriage was made a civil 
contract. Priests and nuns were prohibited from appearing on 
the streets in their religious vestments. Besides the strictures 
against the Catholic Church, freedom of the press and the right 
of assembly were written into the bill All titles of nobility were 
abolished. The democracy of Mexico was emphasized in the sen 
tence: "The national sovereignty is vested essentially and orig 
inally in the people." For these democratic reforms, Juarez has 
gained the tide of "Thomas Jefferson of Mexico." 

The public proclamation of the Reform laws was the signal 
for increased fury in fighting on both sides. When undefended 
by reactionary troops, church property was ruthlessly seized and 
the churches themselves were sacked. Priests who refused to give 
the sacrament to dying constitutionalist soldiers were shot. As 
that very able historian, H. B. Parkes, sees the radical decree: "It 
was a salutary severity, cleansing the country of the miasmas 
which had accumulated through three centuries of clerical con 
trol; it weakened the powers of religious superstition and taught 
the Mexican people that one could lay hands on the clergy with 
out being smitten with wrath from heaven." 

The proclamation of Juarez's anti-ecclesiastical measures was 
really the turning point in the war. Though the better equipped 
reactionary forces continued to win victories for a year, the wax 
ing strength of the liberals became obvious as their civilian lead- 
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ers learned better how to direct the fight. The need o funds 
drove both sides to desperate remedies of ruinous debt contracts 
and dangerous treaties with foreign powers. The country was 
bleeding to death. The intrenched interests, leagued with the 
retrograde church, were not easily to be dislodged without super- 
sacrifice and persistence. But Juarez never once wavered in his 
abiding faith that democracy would triumph. He himself pos 
sessed in concentrated form the endurance and patience of the 
Indian. He was a pure product of the soil; his humble origin 
had brought him so close to life's immediacies that he was never 
to be thrown off base by nonessentials or superficialities. The 
steady flame of inspiration that refused to recognize defeat kept 
the civilian soldiers uplifted in faith as well as courage. 

While the European powers had recognized the conservative 
Miramon as president of Mexico, the United States had acknowl 
edged Juarez. But to forestall the menace of a European invasion, 
that seemed likely, the government at Washington considered 
United States intervention. With the threat of intervention dan 
gling like the sword of Damocles, to buy off the United States 
Juarez agreed to the notorious McLane-Ocampo Treaty of De 
cember, 1859, by which the United States was to have in perpetu 
ity a right of transit between the oceans across the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec and the right to send soldiers onto Mexican soil 
to protect American property. Juarez's government was to receive 
two million much-needed dollars in cash, and two more millions 
were to be applied to American private damage claims against 
Mexico. Many Mexicans were indignant at this smirch on their 
national sovereignty and protested vigorously and with passion. 
In the end the United States Senate refused to ratify the treaty, 
largely because the Northern senators suspected it would help 
the South in the struggle that seemed so imminent in 1860. 

Even though some of his own followers opposed the treaty, 
Juarez had agreed to it because his financial situation was so 
desperate. Later he wrote an apologia and said it was his love 
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of liberty in the face of desperation that compelled him to take 
the step. "God knows the sacrifice it caused me/' he said. 

When Abraham Lincoln became president in 1861, the tone 
of United States diplomacy changed. "Be just, frank, and mag 
nanimous," he instructed his first envoy to Mexico. "Gain the 
confidence of the people, and show that your mission is earnestly 
American, in that continental sense of the word, and fraternal 
in no affected or mere diplomatic meaning." 

In the fall of 1860, Juarez had put a new man in command of 
his troops, General Ortega. The tide began to turn. After a series 
of liberal victories, three days before Christmas Ortega inflicted 
a decisive defeat on the conservative forces. On New Year's Day, 
1861, he entered the capital with his victorious army. Ten days 
later Juarez, dressed in sober black, arrived from Vera Cruz to 
take up the Herculean task of administering a prostrate nation. 
The treasury was more than empty. European nations were al 
ready clamoring for debt payments and shortly threatening inter 
vention. 

In March, Juarez was re-elected to the presidency as the only 
one who could possibly revive the mangled land. All his splen 
did dreams for using the mortmain church properties and the 
hoarded capital for the general welfare had come to nought. 
Instead of going into schools and roads and irrigation projects 
and railways > the ecclesiastical wealth had gone the way of civil 
strife. In his desire for harmony and co-operation, Juarez made 
two mistakes: He declared an amnesty for all his enemies except 
a few dangerously powerful generals, and he permitted his con 
gress to have more power than it has ever had under any other 
executive. This congress was filled with radical orators who had 
never had such a royal chance to extend their personalities. They 
continually criticized and condemned, proposed and counter- 
proposed. Instead of being a help to the president, who was al 
ready enduring the tribulations of Job, they were an additional 
plague. 
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A little more than a month after Juarez's re-election, while 
desultory civil war was still going on in Mexico, news came that 
the United States was engaged in a war between the North and 
the South. None dreamed the indirect but momentous conse 
quences of that war to Mexico. But in France the crafty little 
Napoleon III thought he saw an opportunity he could turn to his 
imperial credit. While the United States was too absorbed in its 
own tearing troubles to concern herself with Latin American 
affairs, Napoleon determined to create the nucleus of a new 
empire in the Western Hemisphere. 

Payment on a calamitous loan negotiated by Juarez's chief 
opponent. General Miramon, was now demanded by the French 
government. The loan had been made by a Swiss banker named 
Jecker and taken over by a bastard kinsman of Napoleon who 
now claimed the total amount of 15,000,000 pesos, although only 
1,500,000 had been paid before Jecker went bankrupt. Napoleon 
decided to make the claim a justifiable reason for occupation. 

In the debt and damage claiming, Spain and England joined 
with France. Fleets from all three nations, with expeditionary 
troops aboard, arrived at Vera Cruz like zopiiotes at a death in 
the swamp. 

To try to keep peace in his queasy land, Juarez was forced to 
acknowledge not only the just claims, but many of the unjust 
ones. Payment, however, had to be deferred. The English and 
Spanish negotiators, convinced that Juarez was not dishonest, 
turned tail and sailed home, leaving France to do what gouging 
she would. 

Napoleon had been fervently assured by refugee Mexican con 
servatives that the populace would welcome French intervention 
with expansive embraces. Juarez was pictured as a scheming, low 
bred cutthroat. The annual revenue of Mexico and its potential 
wealth were made to sound like the fabulous tales of Monte- 
zuma's treasure. The exiled Mexicans were burning with desire 
to sell their country out to some alien prince supported by Na- 
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poleon's troops. They were delighted when the choice fell on a 
Hapsburg, the young Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian, brother 
of the Emperor of Austria. 

Shortly, by way of prelude, another French army arrived at 
Vera Cruz, to reinforce the debt-collecting expedition, and the 
interventionists were ready for their march on the capital. They 
were joined by Marquez, the bloodiest of the reactionary generals, 
with the tattered remnants of his church-blessed troops. 

With superlative self-confidence and colors bravely flying, the 
French set out for Puebla. On May fifth the invaders assaulted 
the city's fortifications and met with such a resounding defeat 
that the Cinco de Mayo became a national holiday and the subse 
quent name of a street in almost every Mexican town. 

Napoleon was astonished beyond measure at the repulse of 
his soldiers. But, having launched his magnanimous regeneration 
of Mexico, his honor would not let him welsh now. He sent an 
abler general and thirty thousand fresh troops across the Atlantic 
to teach the Mexicans differences. It was a whole year later 
before Puebla finally capitulated, on May sixteenth, after a calami 
tous siege of two months in which starvation took its toll in 
miseries. After the bulk of the Mexican army had' surrendered 
at Puebla, the defense of the capital was not feasible. With what 
was left of his army, Juarez and his government withdrew to 
San Luis Potosi in the north. The French took possession of 
the capital on June tenth, with a bought-and-paid-for floral 
demonstration. The jubilation in the churches, however, was as 
sincere as ardent. Were not the good Catholic French come to 
restore all their lost property? 

But the joyous anthems died away, for the French commander 
decreed that the present owners of former ecclesiastical lands 
and possessions were to keep them. Nothing wfs to revert to 
the church. Nor did the French intend to hand over the rule of 
the country to those impatient conservative exiles who had re- 
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turned with them from Europe. With considerable astonish 
ment, the Mexicans who had encouraged the French intervention 
now saw that its regenerative qualities looked suspiciously like 
mere foreign domination. Yet to the young Maximilian was 
ceremoniously offered the crown of Mexico. 



12. Pale Interloper 

"'You thinly my life a music box that plays gay 
tunes" 

JOSE RUBEN ROMERO 

A committee of exiled Mexican notables waited upon the Haps- 
burg prince at Miramar, his castle on the Adriatic, and invited 
him to become Emperor of Mexico. Maximilian modestly ex 
plained that he was not the sort to intrude where he was not 
wanted. He would accept only if he could be assured by a 
plebiscite that the populace wanted him. Of the utter farce of 
Mexican voting he was unaware. When informed in due time 
that he had been chosen emperor by a tremendous majority, 
he agreed to come. 

Napoleon too had been deceived, not about the plebiscite but 
about the wealth of Mexico. Through the bragging and romanc 
ing of the Mexican commission, he was carried away with fan 
tastic imaginings. He was not altogether insincere when he 
told Maximilian he was giving him "a throne on a pile of gold." 
But he was too suave a diplomat to add that he regarded the 
prince as a debt collector and a tool of imperial ambitions. 

Maximilian set out in good faith as a benevolent ruler, not as 
the head of the conservative party. He had dabbled in the study 
of liberalism and had discussed the merits of socialism with that 
good Utopian Robert Owen in England. He wrote amiably to 
the austere Juarez, naively asking his help and assuring him of 
his appreciation of his patriotism. 

The ocean voyage on the Novara passed blandly and full of 
golden expectation. The liberal Maximilian beguiled the weeks 
of crossing by preparing a lengthy compendium on court eti 
quette. He and his young wife Carlotta saw themselves in a 
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rosy haze, receiving their due meed of royal courtesy from a 
grateful people. And, spurred by his princess, the prince con 
jured up a glamorous vision of himself as a kind of White Knight 
bringing blessings. The young hearts fluttered with intense anti 
cipation as they approached the harbor of Vera Cruz on May 
twenty-eighth. Was not the whole world watching their historic 
landing and reception? 

After the ship noises of casting anchor ceased, a profound 
and ominous silence held the sultry air in thrall. There was 
no reception committee, no martial music, no banners, no gar 
lands. The only sign of life was the scavenger vultures, the 
zopilotes, swooping about their repulsive personal affairs. It was 
as if the sordid seaport had been deserted by a populace fleeing 
from a plague. In her overwhelming disappointment, the high- 
spirited Carlotta could not restrain a flood of tears. 

Napoleon had ordered an expensive reception and a regal 
banquet. But something had gone wrong. After wandering dis 
mally about the blistering streets, the royal party had to return 
to the ship for a savorless supper. With typical Mexican casual- 
ness about appointments, General Almonte, the acting regent, 
had miscalculated the time of their arrival. Hours late, he finally 
dashed into town from Orizaba. At his orders the fortress guns 
now let off a welcoming salute. Still the populace did not stir 
to cheer or even to look. Vera Cruz was overwhelmingly liberal 
in sentiment, and took malicious satisfaction in ignoring the 
pretensions of an emperor. The royal couple's night was filled 
with dark forebodings. Had they been deceived? Were they 
really wanted? How would it all end? 

The next day, when they were resting at La Soledad from 
the first stage of their overland journey, a messenger arrived 
with a note from Juarez himself. Maximilian grasped it eagerly. 
But what he read chilled his heart. The very brevity of the mes 
sage added to its import. 
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It Is given a man, sir, to attack the rights of others, seize their 
goods, assault the lives of those who defend their nationality, make 
of their virtues crimes, and of one's own vices a virtue, but there is 
one thing beyond the reach of such perversity the tremendous judg 
ment of history. 

Maximilian turned pale. It was as if an honorable enemy had 
presented a man with a loaded gun and suggested that he blow 
his brains out to forestall a greater catastrophe. The scales 
dropped from the Austrian's eyes. This Indian Juarez, who had 
been pictured to him as a vicious ignoramus, was obviously a 
man of parts and doubtless a sincere patriot. Had he himself 
not been tricked into coming to this most alien land as a 
savior? 

Though the roads were so dreadful that one wheel of the 
royal coach was irreparably smashed, Carlotta endured the 
calamities of the progress with uncommon fortitude. She re 
marked the wonder of Mexican scenery. She noted the donkeys 
loaded with bags of vanilla that scented the air about their trail 
like sweet incense. She delighted in the brilliant-feathered cocka 
toos perched among the pendent orchids. Again and again she 
called her husband's attention to the bronzed Indians in their 
white cotton suits and enormous straw hats, making fascinating 
pictures whether they moved or stood still. Like many another 
person through the ages who has lost the sense of his perturba 
tion in the spell-binding beauty of Mexico, Carlotta, tired to the 
bone, took courage from the wild harmonies of nature as the 
party was forced to traverse the rim of the mountain on horse 
back. What an odd way, she remarked, for a princess to spend 
her twenty-fourth birthday! The date was June twenty-fourth, 
1864. 

Five days later the royal party paused at the church of Guada- 
lupe for a blessing and to behold the shrine of the Virgin of 
the Indians. They were met by a cortege of conservative notables 
and their wives, all resplendently dressed. They took some heart 
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as they proceeded the last three miles into the poplar-bordered 
avenue in Mexico City that led them to the great cathedral on 
the Zocalo. Here they were so quickly crowned that the proceed 
ings seemed positively furtive. But the throngs in the plaza 
cheered lustily, and all the church bells in the capital pealed as 
the royal couple walked over to their new domicile, the vast 
National Palace with its more than a thousand windows. The 
desperately weary pair looked forward to nothing so devoutly 
as a night's tranquil sleep. But even this simple boon enjoyed 
by shepherds under the stars was denied the emperor and em 
press. Bedbugs roused them from their slumber. They were 
forced to seek out a billiard table on which to rest their imperial 
flesh. 

Carlotta could not bear the cheerless palace. So the court re 
moved to the summer castle at Chapultepec, high above the city. 
Here on this spot Montezuma had spent the best days of his 
fabulous reign. Maximilian began to remodel the building,* to 
refurnish and decorate it. He planned a boulevard from the hill 
to the cathedral square, four miles away. Loggias and walks and 
intimate patios were conceived and executed. In the munificent 
climate, the new flowering shrubs and vines were quickly 
abloom. 

Carlotta chose her ladies-in-waiting from the most prominent 
conservative families. And while she shocked the languid senoras 
by trotting about on jingling muleback among the thousand- 
year-old cypresses of Montezuma's park, her husband on horse 
back braved all kinds of weather to survey his new domain, to 
speak in halting Spanish to his new subjects, and to learn truth 
at first hand. On September sixteenth. Independence Day, he 
appeared at Dolores and risked assassination by appearing on 
Father Hidalgo's balcony and making a speech on liberty. The 
glaring Indians gave over their sullenness and admired his cour 
age and even found Hm simpd&co* The legend of Quetzalcoatl 
had been revived among them. And some of them who looked 
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upon the tall, fair giant with the parted golden beard were will 
ing to believe there might be truth in the tale of the god's 
return. Because they cheered him with enthusiasm, the emperor 
believed the rest would be easy for him. 

Maximilian came to have a fondness for the Indians. He liked 
their quiet ways, their patience and philosophy. He began to see 
himself as their protector, and he determined to abolish peonage. 
It was on the Indian that the emperor fixed his faith they 
would be the foundation and mainstay of his empire. 

"This continent is very progressive in a political sense/' the 
emperor wrote to his younger brother. "All the stilted trumpery 
with which we so stupidly encumber ourselves in Europe, and 
shall continue encumbering ourselves for centuries, has been 
discarded over here." In another letter, he wrote: "Ours is a 
healthy democracy. We live here in a free land among free 
people and under enlightened principles such as you at home 
cannot ever dream about ... in social questions we are far 
ahead of Europe." 

The conservatives resented Maximilian's democratic attitudes, 
his big sombrero, his efforts to please the Indians. And the 
church party was highly displeased with their minion. The pope 
sent a nuncio across the seas to demand, among other things, 
the absolute annulment of Juarez's Reform laws, the restoration 
of monastic orders and the restitution of church properties. Car- 
lotta herself interviewed the nuncio and backed her husband's 
liberal position in strong phrases. Neither side would give in an 
inch. The liberal press shouted that the Juarez doctrines had tri 
umphed. Rome was mortally offended. Carlotta wrote indig 
nantly and pertinently to the French empress: "To expect this 
country burning with resentment against theocracies to return 
the enormous holdings of the clergy would be not only blind and 
irrational, but silly beyond compare." 

At last one of the most astounding of all Mexican paradoxes 
gradually became apparent on both sides of the Atlantic. The 
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Catholic prince of the most royal Hapsburg dynasty was cham 
pioning the liberal cause. The realization dumbfounded the 
Creoles as well as the clergy. Conservative society began to cast 
cold looks on Chapultepec. Carlotta's ladies-in-waiting became 
constrained in their politeness, when it was their duty to appear 
in court. To clear the social air of bad feeling, the emperor and 
empress tried the time-honored royal dodges of creating orders of 
merit and giving elaborate parties. For the titillating honor of the 
new decorations the piqued and the pouting seemed willing to 
brush aside their differences. 

Mexico had never before known such state dinners, nor has 
it known such since. They began at three-thirty in the afternoon 
and lasted into the evening. Wines from Hungary, France, and 
the Rhineland brought spots of joy into the sallow cheeks of 
Mexican society and a headache to the treasury department. The 
wine bill exceeded one hundred thousand pesos the first year. 
And Maximilian in a private letter home contemptuously com 
mented: "The diplomats gulp and guzzle so strenuously that 
after dinner they can do nothing but lisp inarticulate nonsense/' 
Some of the dowagers snoozed audibly to the lullaby of after- 
dinner music by the Viennese orchestra. But catnapping and 
nonsense-babbling were not unamiable manifestations. And 
Maximilian was happy to endure both as long as he was looked 
on in friendly wise. 

Dinners, suppers, musical soirees followed one another in 
succession. Life in the court must have seemed as aimlessly 
idle as it was extravagant. But Maximilian was not idle. He had 
become more and more fascinated with ideas of reform. And 
while soothing the members of the upper crust by pinning on 
decorations, he spent his work hours vaguely planning for the 
general welfare. One night, taking his aide and his Mexican 
private secretary with him, he visited the city bakeries, because 
he had heard "the employees were treated like slaves." Another 
night he made a surprise tour of the prisons, inspected each cell 
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and dormitory, questioned some of the prisoners, and "exhorted 
them, on their release not to go back to crime, but to lead hard 
working, honest lives." He sketched schemes for education of 
the masses. He started a national art gallery and purposed to 
create academies of science. He saw in the future the construction 
of a great Mexican navy. But whatever nebulous progressive 
measures Maximilian had in his mind, they were hamstrung by 
a subject to which he gave only the faintest consideration 
finances. There was no money in the treasury, nor had a cent of 
his and Carlotta's personal salaries yet been paid. 

Maximilian had not examined closely the realities of the role 
he had assumed. The agreement between him and Napoleon, 
known as the Convention of Miramar, was simple: A French 
armed force was to be maintained in Mexico until the end of 
1867, and Maximilian obligated himself to see that Mexico paid 
her foreign debts and the entire expense of French intervention. 
Before leaving his own terrace on the Adriatic, Maximilian had 
burdened Mexico with a debt far beyond its capacity to pay. 

Through one long, grueling night he sat up with his cabinet, 
learning from one after another the excessive deficits in their 
departments. The internal debt looked as hopeless as the foreign 
debt, which had been tripled by the French intervention. In an 
agony of headache, though realizing their economies would 
hardly be a drop in the empty tub of debt, Maximilian and Car- 
lotta began cutting expenses right and left. They canceled parties, 
dismissed a large portion of their retinue, and took to the simple 
life with avid relief. 

The new economy gave him an excuse to spend much time 
away from Chapultepec in Cuernavaca. His Mexican secretaries 
were delighted because they nearly roasted from the heat of the 
stoves he kept burning in the offices in Mexico. Maximilian dis 
liked the chill of Mexico City's climate and kept the temperature 
as hot as a Turkish bath. At Cuernavaca the air was semi- 
tropical and very pleasant, and Maximilian and Carlotta found 
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a measure of contentment. After a hard week's work, the em 
peror would seek diversion in picnics in the woods. He found a 
site that particularly appealed to him, and out of his inherited 
income he built Carlotta a house in Pompeian style and called 
it El Olvido, "Forgetfulness." 

But there was little personal peace for the emperor and em 
press, for the leaders of the royalist party began to make inces 
sant demands for an heir. What, nine years of marriage and no 
conception yet? Teh, tch, tch! Had Mexico gone to so much 
trouble and expense to procure an emperor, only to have the 
imperial line cut off so short? They urged Maximilian to bestir 
himself. Embarrassed and perturbed, Maximilian tried to be 
amiably evasive. But soon some venomous clergymen began to 
circulate the report that the failure was due to venereal disease 
contracted in the emperor's youth. Then Carlotta was shamed 
with the accusation of barrenness. Whisperers brought reports 
to the empress of infidelities on her husband's part. Scandal- 
mongering was rife, and for a period blighted their rather 
idyllic love affair. At last, as a gesture to satisfy the public, the 
royal pair adopted one of Emperor Augustin de Iturbide's little 
grandsons and made him heir to the throne. With the passing 
of the Austrian the rule of Mexico would again go back to the 
Mexicans. The idea was promulgated partially as propaganda 
to win over juaristas. But it had little effect on either their loyalty 
to democratic principles or their shouting. 

King Leopold I of Belgium, Carlotta's worldly-wise father, 
watched the Mexican experiment with dubious interest He sent 
two brief letters of special advice. He cautioned his daughter 
against harsh measures towards papal nuncios in particular and 
the church in general. "The clergy may become dangerous," he 
warned her. The other advice concerned the importance of the 
military command. He recalled to them the great Napoleon's 
aphorism: "God is always on the side of the iteavy artillery." 

But the trusting and honest Maximilian completely lacked 
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any of the Machiavellian astuteness of his father-in-law. In his 
efforts to do the decent thing as he saw it, he antagonized the 
pope, Napoleon III, the Mexican clergy, and the conservative 
Creoles. And in the field of battle his juarista enemies were any^ 
thing but pacified. Except in the capital there was little peace 
in the land. Guerrilla bands roved the country. The French 
troops did not know how to fight against ambush in the hills. 
The republican forces were merciless to 'the supporters of the 
monarchy when they caught them. Maximilian grieved for the 
agonies men endured for his sake. 

By the first of April, 1865, however, the French seemed to have 
the situation under control. Juarez and his army had been pushed 
to the very edges of north Mexico. General Porfirio Diaz had 
surrendered in the south. The best of the juarista army officers 
and political leaders who were not dead were in exile or prison. 
Juarez stood almost alone. Maximilian longed to meet him. "It 
was the Emperor's great illusion," wrote his Mexican secretary, 
"that if he could talk to Juarez he could attract him to his cause, 
make him his ranking minister, and, aided by him and freed of 
the intervention of the French, he could govern the empire 
wisely and inaugurate for Mexico, in its entirety, an era of 
peace, progress, and well-being." 

Just when Maximilian believed that all would come easier, 
the surrender at Appomattox occurred. The North had won the 
War Between the States. By the end of the summer much of 
the unused ammunition and equipment were at the Texas bor 
der, and the juaristas were being reinforced by filibusters from 
both the South and the North. 

Now that the United States had ended its own internal strife, 
the government was able to turn its attention again to interna 
tional affairs. The most pressing extraterritorial problem was that 
the French were entrenched among the next-door neighbors. 
Secretary of State William H. Seward lent his shrewd intdli- 
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gence and power to helping Juarez expel the French and put 
down local opposition. 

Juarez's government had become peripatetic. His black car 
riage was often to be seen moving in a direction contrary to his 
desires. After Morelia, Queretaro, and Guadalajara had been 
surrendered to the French and the Mexican conservatives, and 
the combined forces had approached San Luis Potosi, Juarez 
and his government had left for northern Durango. Then he 
had been forced farther north into Chihuahua. And as the em 
pire prospered he continued to make removals towards the north, 
until by the autumn of 1865 he made his last stand at Paso del 
Norte (afterwards known as Cuidad Juarez), at the very edge 
of Mexico and within rifle-shot of El Paso, Texas. General 
Bazaine stopped short of Paso del Norte. He did not want to 
risk trouble with Washington and give an opportunity for accu 
sations that he had trespassed on United States soil. To come 
too near the Texas border would have inflamed the American 
public. Already there was a clamorous advocacy in the United 
States for turning the victorious Union forces into a punitive 
expedition to drive the French invaders from Mexico. 

When Maximilian had sought representation in Washington, 
he had been coolly informed that Juarez, the president of Mexico, 
already had his minister there. In Paris, the United States minis 
ter now pointedly called on Napoleon III to ask how long the 
French tricolor would be in Mexico. He implied that the Mon 
roe Doctrine was becoming extremely restive with a European 
flag flying so near the southern border of the United States. 

Napoleon squirmed. He knew the Mexican venture had failed. 
He did not want to face a clash with the United States, particu 
larly at a time when an inimical Germany at his border was 
growing menacing. In a last, vain effort to bring about the pacifi 
cation of Mexico, the French put fierce energy into their puni 
tive expeditions. Against all his instincts and principles, Maxi 
milian was coerced by General Bazaine into signing a proclaim- 
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tion by which anyone caught fighting against the imperial forces 
would be shot as a traitor. The bloody executions that followed 
the decree stirred up tremendous ill-will against Maximilian, and 
turned the tables against him when he himself was captured 
by the enemy. 

By the beginning of 1866 the recuperative forces of govern 
ment in the United States were sufficiently stabilized and 
strengthened for Seward to issue an ultimatum to the French. 
On February twelfth,, without further ceremony, he demanded 
the exodus of French soldiers. The French emperor decided to 
wash his hands of his imperial experiment in the Western Hemi 
sphere. He prepared to bring his troops home, and wrote Bazaine 
immediately to that effect. 

Though Napoleon was pledged to keep troops in Mexico until 
the end of 1867, Bazaine began to withdraw his forces from the 
north in March of 1866. As the French withdrew, the juaristas 
rushed in to fill the gaps. Meanwhile, a native army composed 
largely of illiterate Indians was being trained to protect the gov 
ernment after the French exodus. 

Napoleon really expected Maximilian to leave with the army. 
Feeling betrayed by France, and realizing his powerlessness, 
Maximilian was not altogether averse to abdication. But Carlotta 
was determined they should yet succeed. She decided to inter 
cede personally with Napoleon. 

Risking capture by guerrillas, she dared the atrocious roads 
between the capital and Vera Cruz in the dreaded rainy season. 
Her humble entourage was attacked by bandits, who took the 
mules from her carriage and left her party on the roadside to 
walk to the next station in a drenching downpour. Here she was 
rescued by a young Irish-Americaa engineer named BraniflE who 
had recently arrived in Mexico. Braniflf hired a high, open buggy, 
and drove the empress the rest of the way to Vera Cruz. 

At Paris the embarrassed Napoleon tried to avoid seeing Car 
lotta. The importunate woman threatened to force her way into 
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the palace. At last the French emperor and empress saw her 
three times and listened to her pleas and her vituperation. Both 
Napoleon and Eugenie were touched. They both wept at their 
impotence to help further. There was nothing to do, they said, 
but call the deal off and have Maximilian return to the serenity 
of Miramar. In her frustration, Carlotta became frantic and 
rushed to Rome to throw herself at the feet of the pope. Her 
wits began to turn on the way. She declined food and water, 
suspecting a Napoleonic plot to poison her. When the pope re 
ceived her, she went stark mad in the holy presence. In a fit of 
frenzy she refused to leave the Vatican. She pled so piteously 
that the Pope had two cots prepared for her and her Mexican 
lady-in-waiting. They were the only women ever known to have 
slept in a pope's anteroom. At the urgent papal plea, Carlotta's 
brother came posthaste from Belgium. He took her to a guarded 
retreat and wrote Maximilian the tragic news. 

By the time the letter got across the Atlantic, the juaristas had 
gained ground everywhere. Maximilian decided he might as well 
go to his wife, for the interlude of empire seemed destined to a 
speedy end. He packed and sent his luggage on to Vera Cruz. 
He wrote out his edict of abdication and left the capital for 
Orizaba. Here he vacillated for six weeks, coming more and 
more under the influence of his confessor, a Texas-born priest 
named Fischer, who, having failed to wrest a good living from 
ranching and gold-digging in the States, had taken holy orders 
in Mexico. Like Rasputin, this adventurous Fischer had a sinister 
attraction, though a disarming one, and Maximilian had found 
him diverting as he conversed with him in his native German. 
Fischer's slick tongue finally persuaded Maximilian to remain 
in Mexico, despite Bazaine's last entreaties for htm to abdicate. 
To make the emperor see the folly of remaining, Bazaine de 
stroyed all military equipment he could not take with him. But 
now Maximilian would not budge, for the reactionaries who had 
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grown lukewarm about him passionately pressed him to remain. 
They were terrified of Juarez. Maximilian was haunted by fear 
that abdication would dishonor him. The priest had emphasized 
the dishonor, while laying on the unction of foolish hope with a 
lavish hand. In March, Bazaine sailed from Vera Cruz with the 
last of the French forces, leaving the emperor to Fischer and 
fate. 

To forestall further threats of abdication, the conservative 
leaders now thrust Maximilian forward as supreme commander 
of the imperialist Mexican army. In a way he was flattered. On 
the thirteenth of February, having exchanged the imperial fam 
ily silver for food supplies, Maximilian set out for Queretaro 
escorted by fifteen hundred soldiers. It was also the thirteenth 
day of the month when Carlotta had embarked from Vera Cruz 
on her vain and tragic errand. Maximilian's faithful secretary, 
Jose Luis Blasio, could not help but make a note of the coinci 
dence. At Queretaro Maximilian took charge of the nine thou 
sand troops with the other three M's Miramon, Marquez, and 
Mejia as his generals. 

The city was gradually surrounded by forty thousand juaristas. 
Food supplies and water were cut off. The Austrian hussars left 
in the capital were sent for again and again, but the scouts were 
always captured and killed before they reached Mexico. Mar 
quez and a strong detachment finally cut through the enemy 
ring. But they, too, were defeated, and could not return. Help 
did not come. 

Maximilian played his soldier role nobly, as one who knew 
the eyes of future chroniclers were upon him. But the contempo 
rary eyes certainly applauded his democratic soldiery, his de 
nials, his courage, his willingness to undergo the hardships of 
his men. He wrapped himself for sleep in his blanket like an 
Indian. He ate the coarsest food. He recklessly exposed his per 
son. Though weakened by dysentery and wasted with fever, he 
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went about trying to spread courage and cheer. He suffered for 
the miseries his army's presence had brought upon the towns 
people. 

The heat that came with May made the situation less endur 
able as the putrefaction of corpses polluted the air. Many called 
to mind the horrors o the siege of Mexico City under Cuauhte 
moc, though this time it was a European prince rather than an 
Indian who was the principal object of the attack* 

In the ghastliness of the ordeal. Colonel Lopez, a dashing 
courtier who had won the affection of both Carlotta and her hus 
band, decided that Maximilian and he should live. He slipped 
through the lines to negotiate with an enemy commander. When 
the hour came, he had the guards removed, so that enemy forces 
could steal unmolested into the town and to the convent where 
Maximilian had his quarters. 

In the tumult, the juarista officers pretended not to recognize 
the tall Austrian and did everything they could to permit his 
getaway. Maximilian found excuses to delay. He stopped to com 
miserate with Miramon, whose face had been split open in the 
struggle. And then, instead of escaping as Lopez had planned, 
he went to join the Indian general, Mejia, encamped with scanty 
forces on the Hill of Bells. He stood boldly on the eminence 
waiting for the rebel infantry to charge the hill. He hoped to be 
killed in battle. But the enemy came forward without firing. 
The officer leading them halted before the emperor and an 
nounced hesitantly, "Your majesty, you are my prisoner." There 
was a rattling of his comrades* sabers, but Maximilian ordered 
them to put up their blades. Quietly he mounted his white horse 
and rode down to present his sword to the rebel commander, 
General Escobeda - ~~~ 

To his captor, Maximilian gave his beautiful horse for his 
courtesy in not parading Mm through the main street to risk 
the derision of die mob. All the rest of his possessions, except 
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the clothes he wore, were pilfered by the passing lines of curious 
soldiers who came to view the fallen emperor as he lay wracked 
with fever on his convent cot. 

Shortly Juarez ordered the sick man moved to another monas 
tery and incarcerated in the dank crypt. Despite the emperor's 
dysentery and high temperature, Juarez commanded that he be 
put on prison rations. Defying Juarez's commands, the rebel 
general at Queretaro out of pity had the emperor subsequently 
removed to a room on an upper corridor where the other im 
portant prisoners were kept. 

When Europe learned of Maximilian's plight, half the royal 
heads began soliciting President Johnson to intercede with 
Juarez. Although the new American minister had been ap 
pointed to his post more than a year before, he had not yet got 
to either Mexico City or San Luis Potosi, because of the disrup 
tion in the land. Now, when ordered to confer at once with 
Juarez, he claimed illness, resigned his office, and remained in 
New Orleans. 

A committee of European diplomats visited Juarez to plead 
for Maximilian. They were met with the Indian's proverbial 
impassivity and told that the trial would begin on the twelfth 
of June. Juarez did not say that the trial was merely a formality 
and that the imperialist leaders had been doomed since the hour 
of their capture. 

A jury of six republican captains, with a lieutenant colonel as 
foreman, was selected. The aristocratic Miramon, horribly disfig 
ured in the face, and the stolid Indian Mejia were on view at the 
trial. But Maximilian did not appear in his own defense. Be 
cause of his illness he was allowed to be tried by proxy. Miramon 
and Mejia received their death sentences with celerity, as they 
had expected. But they waited half hopefully for the verdict on 
the emperor's fate. Maximilian's lawyers prepared and delivered 
an eloquent and able defense. The jury conferred in the lavatory. 
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After a lengthy session, they reached a divided verdict. Three 
were for perpetual banishment. Three were for execution. The 
foreman's vote settled the matter. He decreed death. The date 
of execution was fixed for June sixteenth. 

The spotlight of the world's attention now concentrated on 
the taciturn Indian sitting in his Spartan-bare quarters at San 
Luis Potosi. He was the most significant Mexican Indian in his 
tory since Montezuma and Cuauhtemoc. In these momentous 
hours he was the most important man in the universe. On his 
desk lay imploring cables from all the ruling houses of Europe. 
Spilling over to the floor were stacks of individual letters and 
long scrolls of signed petitions. Foreign ambassadors and minis 
ters and agents besought interviews. Victor Hugo sent an elo 
quent appeal. Even that great champion of the people, Garibaldi, 
put in Ms plea of mercy for the formerly hated Austrian. Be 
seeching Mexican ladies added their pleas for mercy. The fan 
tastic New England-born Princess Salm-Salm, whose adventur 
ous German husband was one of Maximilian's aides, literally 
threw herself at Juarez's feet and offered her body when otho: 
entreaties failed. 

Juarez sat inflexible. But he was not untouched by the atten 
tion he received. There was a bitter-sweet satisfaction in the 
situation. The proud Indian who had been degraded and re 
viled for more than three centuries was having his hour of 
triumph. The blandishments of the white men, the humility of 
their kings and queens, did not move the implacable Juarez to 
spare Maximilian's life. He read or listened to their petitions in 
stone-image silence. When strongly pressed for some word, he 
would reply, "It is not I, but my people and the law who do 
this." 

If he let the foreign interloper escape, Juarez reasoned, might 
there not be other alien princes who would make a bid for a 
Mexican throne when occasion served? Maximilian had to die 
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to prove to the people that they themselves and Juarez, their 
elected leader, had the authority in their own nation. But many 
white Mexicans murmured among themselves, "It is Cuauhtemoc 
taking revenge on Cortes." 

Paradoxically, however, by setting Maximilian before a firing 
squad, Juarez did him the best possible turn historically. It 
mitigated that judgment of posterity of which the Juarez note 
had warned him on his arrival three years before. To have been 
sent home in exile, well spanked for bis thrusting impudence, 
would have been an anticlimax to mock a Hapsburg for the rest 
of his life. Receiving death in the breast from Mexican bullets 
gave a tragic aura to the emperor's story. 

Execution finally took place on the nineteenth. The three con 
demned leaders had been given a three-day respite because 
Mejia's wife was having a baby, and the Indian general had 
asked for postponement until he beheld his child. It was one 
of those incredibly lovely days that come to Mexico in June, "I 
could not have chosen a better day on which to die," Maximilian 
exclaimed as he beheld the glory of the early morning. On the 
Hill of Bells, against an adobe wall of makeshift fortification, 
the prisoners were lined up. With his unfailing courtesy Maxi 
milian insisted that Miramon have the place of honor in the 
center, since he was a Mexican who had once been chief execu 
tive of his own country. Mejia stood at Miramon's right and 
Maximilian took his place at the left. Just before the rifles were 
raised the emperor walked down to the nervous riflemen and 
presented to each some money in gold. He begged them to aim 
at his breast agt^o spare his head, so that the sight of his dead 
face be nc^^Sshocking to his family in Europe. Then he gave 
his hat and his handkerchief to his adoring Hungarian cook, who 
had followed him to Queretaro. Returning to Miramon's side, 
the pale towering prince made a speech that lasted only a few 
seconds. His last words were: "May my blood that is about to 
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flow be for the good of this land." It was sincere,, for he had 
come to have a great fondness for Mexico. 

At the signal from the officer's sword, the shots rang out, 
Maximilian dropped. But he was not dead. Even in his execution 
there was blundering. Nothing had been clean-cut since the un 
timely hour of his arrival in Vera Cruz, Lying on his face on the 
ground, he cried out in astonished pain, "Hombres!"3,s if to 
say, "Men, how could you?" His writhing body was turned over 
on its back. One bullet loosed by either a nervous or a malicious 
hand had plowed up his forehead. The horrified officer pointed 
directly at the heart and signaled again. This time one well 
aimed bullet snapped the cord of life cleanly. 

As the instrument of France and that scheming "meddlesome 
mediocrity" Napoleon III, the mission of Maximilian had been 
a ghastly failure. Yet despite his shortsightedness and inadequacy, 
one is bound to have pity for the well-meaning aristocrat. There 
were few men alive equipped to undertake the rule of the most 
unstable and unaccountable country in the world. It is doubtful 
if even a much abler prince under the mentorship of Machiavelli 
himself could have succeeded. The strongest of alien interlopers 
would have been doomed, because the United States would not 
long have tolerated a European-controlled government at her 
side door. 

As far as Maximilian was personally concerned, his life drama 
was ended at Queretaro on that historic day in June. The month 
of June, Carlotta's birth month, had coincidentally been pregnant 
with significance in the ill-starred lives of Maximilian and Car- 
lotta. On June tenth, 1863, the French had taken possession of 
Mexico City. On June tenth, 1864, the royal couple had been 
crowned. On June thirteenth, 1866, Carlotta had sailed from 
Mexican shores on her frantic, fruitless mission which ended in 
her madness. On June nineteenth, 1867, Maximilian was esce- 
cuted. 
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But the drama In which he was the luckless hero was not 
entirely finished until he was laid away in a Hapsburg tomb 
many months later. In the interim another series of blunders and 
delays occurred. The embalming of the royal person was done 
by inexperienced local doctors^ who did not have the essential 
chemicals. Eyes of black glass, the right size but the wrong color 
taken from the image of an Indian Virgin were substituted 
for the Austrian's broken blue ones. When Juarez came to 
Queretaro to look upon the dead prince he had never seen in 
life, for some reason he decided to keep the body in Mexico, 
either as a hostage or as a souvenir of triumph. From the end 
of June until November negotiations for the remains went on. 
In order to obtain them, Austria had recognized the government 
of Juarez. But when an Austrian admiral came for them, he was 
held up with red tape for weeks. In the meantime the body, 
which had turned black, was re-embalmed. Finally, so much 
international pressure was brought to bear on Juarez that he 
released the royal corpse. On November twenty-fifth, the No- 
vara, the same vessel that had brought Maximilian so hopfeully 
to Mexico, took him back to Europe. 

But -even after his interment in the family vaults, the story 
was not quite done. Carlotta lived on in her dream world until 
her eighty-seventh year. In a lonely castle in Belgium, with in 
tervals of apparent sanity, she fed on her memories and watched 
dynasties pass. Emperors and kings departed forever from 
Brazil, from France, from Russia, from Germany, from Austria, 
from Spain. Old Empress Eugenie clung to life until she was . 
ninety-five, having lived long enough to see her hated Germany 
humbled by the treaty signed in the halls of Versailles, where 
she had once been the beauteous mistress. Carlotta did not die 
until sixty years after her husband's execution. She had lived so 
far into another age that she had become a romantic legend even 
to herself. At the time of her death in January, 1927, Mussolini 
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had been dictator of Italy for five years. Hitler was writing 
Mein Karnpf. In Mexico, a strong president named Plutarco 
Ellas Calles was just beginning to slow down the revolutionary 
program and a young man named Lazaro Cardenas was secretly 
planning to accelerate it if he ever got in power. 



13. Reconstruction 

"That bitter hopelessness that comes over peo 
ple who %now Mexico well" 

D. H. LAWRENCE 

Two days after Maximilian's execution, the conservative forces 
in Mexico City capitulated to the youngish General Porfirio 
Diaz, who had also won the siege of Puebla. President Juarez, 
still at his headquarters in San Luis Potosi, received the cheering 
but expected news with no show of emotion. What is called in 
history the War of the Reform was over. The republican cause 
was victorious. But the cost of victory had been great. Juarez 
had high cause to bear resentment. The French intervention had 
not only bloodied the land and stirred up vicious animosities, 
but it had retarded Mexico's growth by many years. The prime 
consolation lay in the fact that Mexico had been preserved as a 
sovereign state. The forces that had opposed liberalism the 
church and the conservative party emerged with their prestige 
draggle-tailed. The great majority of the people were now united 
to back the liberal constitution and the Reform laws. A new 
kind of patriotism had been forged. Though he had done no real 
fighting himself, Juarez was aware it was his indomitable spirit 
that had preserved Mexico in her most critical years. 

The president wound up business in his makeshift capital and 
prepared for the southward journey. He sent word to the capital 
he would stop briefly at Queretaro and arrive in Mexico in good 
time. On July fifteenth, to greet the returning president whose 
way he had swept for him, Porfirio Diaz had arranged a spec 
tacular welcome and spent money lavishly on floral decorations 
and the preparation for a banquet. At the head of a triumphant 
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procession he rode on horseback to meet Juarez at Tlalnepantla 
above Mexico City. As the victor of Puebla and Mexico, Diaz 
not unnaturally looked for some token of appreciation from his 
Oaxacan compatriot and former law professor. He frankly ex 
pected the honor of being asked to sit beside the chief executive 
in the carriage the last few miles into the capital. As the presi 
dential black vehicle lumbered into the village, Juarez, dressed 
in his customary sober black, looked as forbidding as he was 
solitary. But, with heart charged with the emotion of the hour, 
Diaz rode eagerly up to salute him. The unsmiling Indian ac 
knowledge his foremost general with a perfunctory nod. Then, 
without further ado, he ordered the coachman to proceed. As 
Diaz whirled his horse about, in his disappointment and chagrin, 
there was conceived a consuming hatred for Juarez. Diaz had 
his heart set on the presidency, and he had expected to become 
immediately heir apparent. Now he determined to get the top 
place as soon as possible on his own resources. Juarez had alien 
ated a powerful ally. 

Arriving in Mexico City the dour president put a quietus on 
show and triumphant demonstration. Grimly he took up his 
work of reconstruction, which had been interrupted five years 
before by the foreign intervention. For the second time he had 
inherited an exhausted, bankrupt country, but this time condi 
tions were far more chaotic than before. Since he did not work 
by witchcraft, he knew the problems of reconstruction would be 
long and arduous. "When a society like ours," he said, "has had 
the misfortune to pass through years of internal upheavals, it is 
seamed through with vices whose profound roots cannot be 
extirpated in a single day nor by any single measure." 

He had hardly got himself established in the executive office 
when in August general elections were called for. Not all the 
liberals were in favor of Juarez. Some wanted to support the 
thirty-seven-year-old hero, Diaz. Others were in favor of Sebastian 
Lerdo de Tejada, intellectual younger brother of Miguel, the 
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author of the Ley Lerdo. Juarez expressed a special desire for 
re-election, that he might be vindicated for having kept the 
presidency after the expiration of his regular term in 1865, when 
no elections could be held because of the war in progress and 
when constitutionally the office should have been assumed by the 
chief justice, General Ortega. In the October elections Juarez 
received seven-tenths of the remarkably small number of votes 
cast, less than 18,000 in the entire nation. The electorate seemed 
to say, "If Juarez is determined to be chief executive there is no 
use to vote either for or against him." His new term of office as 
constitutional president was to continue for four years, until 
November thirtieth, 1871. 

Faced with manifold obstacles as he was, Juarez saw that 
Mexico's foremost job was to uplift her masses. In that signifi 
cant year of 1867, a Jew in Germany named Karl Marx was pub 
lishing his Das Kapital, which was to have potent influence in 
diminishing the power of aristocracies and in raising the com 
mon people. Juarez had not heard of Karl Marx and his the 
ories, but he knew that he must arouse the Indian to self-respect, 
"not only individually but as a social unit." He did not quite 
know how to go about it, but he knew that education must be a 
basic factor. 

"The man who cannot supply his family with food," he wrote, 
"views the education of his sons, not only as something remote, 
but as a positive impediment to his struggle for existence. In 
stead of sending them to school ... he hires out their frail 
labor-power to alleviate, even if only to a slight extent, the misery 
which engulfs them. If that man had a few conveniences, if he 
could squeeze the least profit from his toil, he would from that 
day on be eager to educate his children and provide them with 
a solid instruction. The desire to learn and to become illustrious 
is innate in the heart of man. Strike off the fetters of misery 
and despotism that oppress him and he will naturally achieve 
greatness. . . " 
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Juarez ordered estate owners and municipal administrators to 
build primary schools. By the end of his third term the number 
of these so-called schools was estimated at eight thousand, and 
one-sixth of the Mexican children of school age were declared 
to be enrolled for some part of the year. The direction of educa 
tion Juarez more or less entrusted to Gabino Berreda, who had 
been a disciple of the dry Auguste Comte in France. Berreda 
tried to impress upon the poorly trained teachers in backward 
Mexico the philosophy of positivism, which dealt only with posi 
tive facts and the properties of knowable things and which made 
no inquiry into causes. With positivism was brought into the 
liberal camp Comte's emphasis on "authority and a graded 
hierarchy." Though Juarez never seemed to understand posi 
tivism very well, some of its implications accorded well with his 
own inclinations. 

The president himself was shortly called despot and accused 
of betraying freedom by his dictatorial methods. Juarez had 
hoped to govern without too heavy an executive hand- Doubt 
less he would have liked to be a true democrat, in action as well 
as theory. But liberal democracy in a land with unlettered Indians 
and self-seeking politicians simply could not function properly. 
Because of both stubborn and feckless oppositions in various 
quarters, Juarez assumed more determined authority. The work 
of reconstruction was balked by a series of niggling revolts in a 
number of states. Some of these might have been avoided if 
Juarez had taken more thought of his demobilized soldiers when 
the war was ended. The liberal army had been cut down by 
two-thirds. Because of the empty treasury, the soldiers had been 
sent home without a centavo to tide them over, and no provision 
whatever was taken as to the means of fitting them again into 
civilian economy. Revolts of ex-soldiers who felt they had been, 
badly treated ensued. They were put down with more uncom 
promising harshness than had been meted out to the reactionary 
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leaders who had fought with the French against their own 
people. 

Hated by the conservatives, Juarez lost favor not only with 
the more radical liberals, but with many of the moderate liberals. 
He constantly alienated men in authority by slights, as he had 
the ambitious Diaz. He was never inclined to pass out favors 
and rewards. Though his admirers believed in his ideas and his 
integrity, they had little affection for him. He had no intimates. 
He liked to stand alone. There was nothing simpdtico about his 
personal presence. He was one of those men who was more in 
spiring unseen than seen. 

Juarez shone more as an idealistic theorist than an adminis 
trator. But he did establish order in his own land, if only for a 
time, and he resumed friendly relations with European nations. 
He was on excellent terms with the United States and he freely 
confessed the importance of the moral and material support the 
United States had given him. (In 1869 William H. Seward, the 
recent secretary of state whose assistance to Juarez had been 
indispensable, paid Mexico a visit.) Juarez saw the earlier mis- 
take in taking the ejidos away from the Indians and transform 
ing them into privately owned parcels, and he did what he 
could to rectify it, despite the Ley Lerdo* He saw, too, the need 
for railroads and he proceeded with building the line from 
Vera Cruz to the capital which had been begun in 1850 and had 
been interrupted by the intervention. He made plans for Mex 
ico's economic development. He envisioned a free-school system 
that was to make all Mexico literate. But his program needed 
many decades to reach fruition. 

Now his third term was nearly up. Against the advice of many 
of his friends he asked for re-election to a fourth term as presi 
dent Instantly, from Sonora to Yucatan, there arose accusations 
of permanent dictatorship. This time not only his mestizo enemy 
Porfirio Diaz stood for the presidency against him, but his 
trusted friend and most important member in his cabinet, the 
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creole Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada. The liberals who were bound 
to win the election were split three ways: For Juarez, the Indian; 
for Diaz, the mestizo; for Lerdo de Tejada, the Creole. The sup 
porters, who in no wise lined up according to complexions, were 
more or less evenly divided. In the elections there was no clear 
majority. The decision as to who would lead Mexico for the 
next four years devolved upon congress. Congress chose Benito 
Juarez. Lerdo de Tejada was consoled with the presidency of 
the supreme court, which carried with it the succession to the 
highest office if the incumbent died or resigned. 

On November eighth, Porfirio Diaz, who got nothing, "pro 
nounced" against the Juarez administration from his hacienda 
La Noria. In the ensuing revolt there was some serious fighting 
in four states. Diaz's brother Felix, who led the revolt in the 
home state of Oaxaca, was killed. In a vain hope that Mexico 
City would rally to his support, Porfirio made a cavalry dash 
to the suburbs. But he and his horsemen rode away faster than 
they had come. Finally, to escape capture, Diaz assumed the dis 
guise of priest and sought refuge with a bandit in the moun 
tains of Nayarit. The former hero was now at his lowest ebb in 
fortune. 

By April, 1872, with the Diaz insurrection crushed, Juarez 
prepared to put all his progressive ideas into operation. But fate 
allowed him only three months more of service to his country. 
Sitting at his desk, on July eighteenth, lie suddenly slumped 
forward unconscious among his papers. Taken home and put 
to bed, he died later in the night. Presumably he had suffered a 
heart attack, The symptoms, however, were somewhat strange 
for a fatal heart disorder. So men said, as whispers about poison 
ing buzzed furtively. But no accusations were formally made. 
No documentary proof whatever of foul play has ever come 
to light. Yet today, in discussing Juarez, many Mexicans are 
likely to say, "Of course, you know he was poisoned." 

Die-hard reactionaries today seem to enjoy believing in tbe 
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poisoning theory. Others look upon the passing of Juarez as un 
timely for Mexico as Lincoln's assassination was for the war- 
scarred United States. Certainly, as Henry Bamford Parkes says, 
"with Juarez was buried the last hope for at least half a century 
of combining peace with freedom." 

The name of Benito Juarez will ever stand as one of the 
greatest in Mexican chronicles. But threescore years after his 
death, his value is a subject of controversy in Mexico. His heroic 
figure is tarnished in the eyes of a large body of Mexicans by 
certain documented dickers with the United States. "It was 
Juarez/' accuses Jose Vasconcelos, "who started the policy of 
delivering the resources of Mexico to American capital." Benito 
Juarez is no more wholeheartedly admired by the Mexican upper 
classes than Abraham Lincoln is by Southerners. Today the con 
servative upper classes and many passionately devout Catholics 
regard the great patriot sourly. For his expropriation of church 
property, for his agreeing to the McLane-Ocampo Treaty, for 
his early misjudgment in making ejidos illegal, they continue 
to accuse him. But to the populace at large his Reform laws, 
his final winning out over the French interlopers and saving of 
Mexico for Mexico put Juarez among the top pL-the- national 
heroes. The people refer to him as the father of Mexican democ 
racy, and he is called both the Jefferson and the Lincoln of 
Mexico. Yet in the accepted United States sense of the term, 
Juarez was hardly a democrat. It is true he had ultimate hope 
in the electorate of the, people. But though the matter is not 
clear, he appears to have been imbued with the doctrines of the 
French, rather than the American, Revolution. He seemed to 
believe in the European idea of Absolute State, which he attested 
to by his state legislation in regard to religion. Oddly enough, in 
some phases of their liberal ideology, Juarez and Maximilian 
were not far apart. Yet in attitude Juarez, the democrat, was 
more of a dictator than the emperor. 

\ Besides ridding Mexico of alien masters, the actual material 
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good Juarez accomplished for Mexico in his own rime is not 
impressive when catalogued. But considering the overwhelming 
adverse conditions against him, his achievements in imponder 
ables were remarkable. Though the great Indian himself was 
unable to gain much for the Indians in his day, it is from the 
magic of his name that reformers in the twentieth century draw 
inspiration in working to alleviate Indian distress. The impassive 
Juarez emerges into history more as a symbol than as a human 
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DICTATOR BEFORE THE WORLD 



14. Peace with an Iron Hand 

"If the crops of men fail, it is worse than when 
the crops of the country fail. For a country can 
be relieved, if things are well in the neighbour 
ing countries, and experienced men manage 
the imports from them. But if the crop of men 
fails, if the morals of the people fail, the worst 
miseries must follow, because nobody can buy 
from a neighbouring country morals and 
manly discernment, if such of it that once was 
found in our country has been destroyed or 
dissipated." 

THE KING'S MIRROR (THIRTEENTH CENTURY) 

According to constitutional authority, Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada 
assumed the presidency, and on October twenty-sixth elections 
for president were held, at which he was overwhelmingly elected 
according to the total votes cast, less than 11,000 out of a popu 
lation of ten million. Diaz had accepted amnesty, but shortly 
after the elections Diaz's friend, the Nayarit bandit, Lozada, 
raised a revolt which ended with his capture and execution the 
following July. A breathing spell of peace came to disturbed 
Mexico, and during this time congress officially incorporated 
the laws of Reform in the constitution on November twelfth, 
1874. This was the most significant event in the regime of 
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Juarez's successor. It had taken years of bloody strife to break 
the political and economic domination of the church. Public 
opinion had come over to the liberal cause. 

But for all his brilliant intellect and oratorical virtuosity, Lerdo 
de Tejada no more possessed the essential qualifications for an 
administrator of discordant Mexico than had the pale Hapsburg 
prince. When he announced in 1876 that he would stand for re 
election, Porfirio Diaz decided the hour to strike had come again. 
Upon the plank of "effective suffrage and no re-election" he 
made his chief stand. Current malcontents flocked to his stand 
ards. And while the United States government tactfully looked 
the other way, he gathered volunteers as well as capital across 
the border. Lerdo de Tejada had committed the indiscretion of 
being inimical to American financial interests. He had refused 
to allow American railway contractors to build a line from the 
Texas border to the Mexican capital. Because he distrusted the 
United States, he regarded the dreary stretches of northern waste 
land as Mexico's best safeguard against further depredation. His 
refusal to deal with United States business hastened his undoing. 
But he was able to hang on until November. Twice the federal 
forces routed the Diaz rebels, but when his own president of 
the supreme court created another personal rebellion against 
him, Lerdo de Tejada had no chance of survival. 

On November twenty-first, Diaz made his entrance into the 
capital, a few hours after Lerdo de Tejada had precipitously 
departed for Acapulco and exile in California. Without any cere 
monious to-do, Diaz seized control. On May second, 1877, his 
presidency was recognized by congress. He who had instigated 
three revolutions against the constitutional government set him 
self up as the great defender of democracy and constitutional 
rule. 

Because he had ever fought valiantly on the liberal side, many 
of the advanced thinkers had faith in Diaz ^nd gave him fervent 
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support when he first went into office. The Indians who had 
suffered and bled for promised improvement in their lot gave 
devoted service to this mestizo, whom they believed to be their 
zealous advocate. But the hopeful smiles soon died on the faces 
of the betrayed. With his own hands this former soldierly com 
rade of the people barricaded all roads that might lead to re 
form. This burning liberal, who came into power under the 
slogan of "no re-election" was to rule with an iron grip for a 
third of a century. Except for a break of one term- following 
his first he continually re-elected himself until he was in his 
ninth decade Though he cleverly covered the mailed fist with 
a variety of velvety gloves, his control was no less absolute. 
Democratic principles were thrown into the discard, and every 
thing staked on economic development and peace. 

In Porfirio Diaz was exemplified again the curious paradox 
that continually recurs in Mexican history and is moreover too 
often a world truth the radical democrat in power turned to 
arch-conservative dictator. The career of this man was of the 
stranger-than-fiction sort. Few leaders have left reputations more 
lauded and vilified. Few have inspired biographies written from 
such passionate viewpoints. The complexities of his mestizo char 
acter and his own reversals in political principles make him 
difficult of appraisal. But he can no more be categorically con 
demned than wholeheartedly praised. As a historical figure of 
Mexican history, for good or ill, Diaz looms large like a mon 
arch whose name symbolizes an age like Elizabeth of England 
or Louis Quatorze of France. Paradoxically, the age of Diaz is 
held up as the best and the worst Mexico has known. 

Serior Jose Valades, the brilliant young Mexican historian, 
sees Diaz as driven by the mysterious forces of his environment. 
Tolstoi once looked upon Diaz as a veritable superman. Henry 
Cabot Lodge spoke of htm as the compendium of all virtues. 
Typical of the egregious extravagance of praise lavished upon 
the dictator by foreigners is the dedication in a book called 
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Picturesque Mexico by a lady named Marie Robinson Wright. 
In phrases out-Latining any Latins, she chants ecstatically: 

To Senor General Don Porfirio Diaz, the Illustrious President of 
Mexico, Whose Intrepid Moral Character, Distinguished Statesman 
ship, and Devoted Patriotism Make Him the Pride and Glory of His 
Country, Is Dedicated This Volume, Describing a Beautiful and Pros 
perous Land, Whose Free Flag Never Waved Over a Slave, and 
Whose Importance As a Nation Is Due to the Patriot Under Whose 
Administration Mexico Now Flourishes and Holds Its Proud Posi 
tion Among the Republics of the World. 

Among a host of others who examined the picture critically, 
Blasco Ibaiiez saw in Diaz simply a tyrant. But he forced himself 
to admit that however great a misfortune politically and spirit 
ually Diaz was for Mexico, "as far as material progress went 
Mexico never had another ruler to compare with this man." 

To the unprejudiced student of history, no matter how much 
bad is to be found along with the good, one fact stands out boldly 
like a promontory above a stormy sea. Diaz did what no one 
else had been able to do successfully since 1810 he maintained 
peace. And that achievement alone in a people as trigger-con 
scious as Mexicans should mitigate several lists of accusations. 
Blasco Ibanez is justified in declaring that "the peace that Diaz 
maintained for thirty years was secured by wholesale executions, 
ordered without due process of law, and by violations of the 
liberties of the individual." Yet no matter how hard and bitter 
for some was the price of peace, Mexico at this period needed 
peace above all else. 

Like Benito Juarez, Porfirio Diaz came from the south, from 
the very same province r -axaca. But the blood of Juarez was 
all Indian, while in the veins of Diaz the Indian mixed with the 
Spanish on both sides of his ancestry. Juarez was all of a piece 
and he never changed. Diaz's complex character underwent a 
metamorphosis. Whereas Juarez's desire for power seemed aus 
terely impersonal, that of Diaz was peculiarly personal. Juarez, 
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though implacable, was guided by integrity. Diaz was willing 
to compromise to his own advantage, and he possessed craft and 
guile completely foreign to Juarez. Yet in his earlier days Diaz 
achieved a well-deserved reputation for honesty; when his heroic 
fight against the French was won he returned to the national 
treasury the 87,000 pesos he had not used. And according to his 
own interpretation anything he did subsequently that went into 
the category of the shady was for the good of the common- 
wealth. He persuaded himself that his country's supreme need 
was for a master, and he felt stirring within himself the qualities 
to command such a position. 

In 1830 Porfirio Diaz made his advent into this hazardous 
world amid the confusions of civil war and a raging cholera 
epidemic. His birth took place in the city of Oaxaca in a third- 
class inn run by his industrious mother and his father, a horse 
doctor. He was christened speedily so that if he succumbed to 
the plague his immortal soul would be saved. The day of the 
christening was September fifteenth, exactly twenty years after 
Father Hidalgo had been awake&ed-ia tfee dead of night and 
made his decision Jo. ring jtte^Dolores church bell to announce 
the rebellion .against Spain. Diaz chose to make the celebration 
of his birthday correspond with Mexico's national holiday. 

Young Diaz was an apt and personable lad, full of high spirits 
and curiosity, but with a certain gravity that made him impervi 
ous to teasing by the mule drivers with whom he associated in 
the inn's courtyard. He was a normal boy in his play, and fear 
less; but though he was a dare-devil, he was never a show-off. 
He learned to be a good marksman by shooting wild game 
when poverty necessitated that every shot must MIL He accepted 
his share in the family responsibility his father died of cholera 
. when Porfirio was a child of three and helped his widowed 
mother by earning money at carpentry and shoemaking, As a 
lad he made his own shoes from goatskins and was quite con 
tent in his blue denim jumper suit and his homemade worsted 
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hat. His mother, who eked out the family resources by teaching 
neighborhood children at fees amounting to about five cents each 
a week, was determined that he and his brother should have an 
education. Because she set her heart on Porfirio's being a priest, 
the boy duly entered the local seminary. His manners and per 
sonality endeared him to his schoolmasters, but he never became 
really proficient in grammar or any other form of book learning. 
When he gave up the idea of priesthood, however, and went to 
the Institute to study law and military science, he discovered his 
extraordinary aptitude for the latter. 

Blessed from birth with health and superhuman endurance, 
Porfirio was even-tempered and dependable. He possessed in 
heaping measure providence's most useful gift, common sense 
a quality often lacking in the romantic Spanish-Indians. He 
was inherently cautious. There was little of the demagogue in 
him. He never swept mobs by impassioned oratory. Only on the 
rarest occasions did he ever display great passion or even great 
enthusiasm. The secret of his successes in life was largely due to 
his superb self-discipline and his coolness in climactic situations. 
In a picture of him done in 1860 when he was thirty, the out 
standing feature is the large, dark eyes, sympathetic, brooding, 
lighted with secret fires. His imperial and his sharp-ended long 
mustaches pointing at a 45-degree angle are perfectly barbered, 
but his short, dark hair is rebellious and refuses to conform. The 
purposeful bronzed face is rather handsome, with a melancholy 
cast to the expression, 

As a romantic-eyed, strong-chinned young soldier in Oaxaca, 
Diaz had begun his career aroused by the unfortunate lot of the 
Indians. At the feet of Juarez himself he had been' imbued with 
liberal principles when he studied law under him. He had been 
tavern companion and camp brother to Indian peasant and 
mestizo small-holder. He had fought like a lion for his country 
and achieved the reputation of being one of the greatest soldiers 
Mexico ever produced. But he ended metamorphosed into a 
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white man in a white society. Long before the end of his rule he 
had turned white, not because of the French creams he was al 
leged to use to lighten his complexion, but because he became a 
white man at heart. He seemed to renounce his darker blood, 
as if it were a misfortune, by shutting his eye to the Indians' 
needs and to his opportunity to help them. 

When Diaz was fifty-one and a widower, he married a girl 
of eighteen, Carmen Romero Rubio, the daughter of one of the 
most powerful conservative politicians of the time. There was 
no more charming young woman in Mexico and none more 
aristocratic in feeling and attitude than Carmelita, as everyone 
called her. She had poise and intelligence. A delicate aura of 
glamor hung about her. Her influence on this husband old 
enough to be her father was extraordinary. With superb tact 
she set about to make a gentleman of him, though at times she 
almost despaired of making him comb l&s unruly hair. As her 
drawing room became a salon for th^4ughest society Mexico 
could provide, Diaz took to the refining ways of culture, though 
he maintained an incorruptible dignity. There was nothing of 
the popinjay or martinet in him. He would have felt an egregious 
ass trailing imperial ermine like Iturbide or Maximilian. Like 
Juarez, he invariably dressed in black, but his clothes were cut 
by the best tailors and he learned to wear them well. By nine 
o'clock in the morning he was in his frock coat He never let 
down, never let the Indian show through least of all to his 
aristocratic young wife, whose approbation became a ruling fac 
tor in his life along with will to power. 

Carmelita not only made him a gentleman, but she kept him 
young. When he was in his late sixties, strangers would guess 
his age as fifty. With his magnificent, deep chest and firm, mus 
cular frame went an athletic agility. His walk had the casual 
grace and dignity of a puma. On his swarthy skin was the health 
ful glow of a man who had made the most of the out-of-doors. 
While little given K> talking, his personality dominated any 
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gathering. He listened to Carmelita, to bishops, to doctors of 
letters, to distinguished foreigners. He absorbed like a blotter 
and got his education through the ear. When he did speak his 
voice was mellow and friendly and it inspired confidence. 

Following Maximilian by an interval of only a decade, Diaz 
found that upper-class Mexican society still relished the taste of 
court life the emperor had dished out to them. So he began 
giving banquets with pomp and ceremony to please local society 
as well as to impress foreign diplomats and capitalists. He and 
Carmelita had the Chapultepec palace elaborately done over in 
the hideous vogue of the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
A conglomeration of ornate chandeliers, carved golden oak, 
flowered carpets, sentimental French paintings, Chinese teak- 
wood, and decadent statuary were imported and installed, along 
with a few pieces of excellent taste. It was all as mixed and 
overloaded as a contemporary 1890 interior of a Fifth Avenue 
mansion of a Vanderbilt. But the Diazes were cordial and 
gracious in the new manifestations of foreign elegance, and a 
host of unaristocratic Mexicans now strove to be worthy of the 
honor of an invitation. High silk hats emerged on tens of thou 
sands of heads. Waves of pretentious frock coats all but swept 
the blanketed, barefooted Indians into the gutters. In the social 
order of Mexico it came to be said that any occupation that 
could not be performed in silk hat and frock coat was deemed 
degrading. 

The son of the rich went abroad now in shoals to the univer 
sities or to polish themselves off with a grand tour. The estate 
owners spent a brief period of the year on the hacienda, the rest 
in the capital or in Paris. Mexicans, having become conscious 
that the eyes of the world were upon them, wanted the civilized 
world to know how highly civilized they were. So they not only 
built railroads furiously, but with a great fanfare of dedication 
they opened art galleries, opera houses, and administrative build 
ings to the public, while half-naked Indians gaped wistfully and 
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wondered why no crumbs fell to them from the groaning table 
of the new order. 

Before Diaz brought prosperity to the land, he had made the 
maintenance of peace his prime objective, and he was prepared 
to resort to any means to achieve it. When he took command, 
the unstable country had been racked with strife for sixty-seven 
years. Most of it had been that peculiarly disrupting kind of 
civil warfare in which Mexico was compared to two clawing 
cats slung over a wire with their tails tied together. By shrewd 
as well as strong measures, Diaz brought order to a distracted 
land. If admonitions and favors could not win peace, Diaz would 
squash incipient revolutions by hasty executions. Having no high 
opinion of the Mexican character in general, the president used 
to say, "A dog with a good bone will not fight or steal/* So 
wherever he could he gave jobs or privileges to would-be trouble 
makers. He bought the loyalty of some by gifts of sinecures or 
concessions or haciendas. He secured support of others by creat 
ing jealousies and hatreds among lesser rivals. "Divide to rule" 
was his motto. He followed his own version of the Indian cacique 
system supreme big chief, big chief, chief, little chief, tiny chief, 
each powerful in his own domain. He would play one general 
off against the other, make each suspicious of the other. He 
would make a friend of a potential enemy by appointing him 
governor of a state, and then he would send a general whom 
the governor loathed, to command the standing army in that 
province and to keep an eye on the governor. Whenever an army 
man or a prominent politician was about to become too popular, 
Diaz would knap htm on the head and make him duck to more 
insignificant size. He would tolerate no potential rival near his 
throne. He was careful to select for his vice-presidents men whom 
the public abominated. 

Newspapers that were too critical of his administration Diaz 
bought over or suppressed. A few irrepressible journalists were 
sent to meditate in damp, underground cells of fortresses with- 
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out benefit of ink and paper. Rebellious Indians of the north 
were condemned to slave labor in the pestilential jungles of 
Quintana Roo. Diaz justified his harshest measures by saying 
publicly, "Better shed bad blood now to save good blood later." 

The church caused him little trouble, because he winked an 
eye at the return to practices forbidden by the 1857 constitution. 
Catholic schools and nunneries were no longer raided. Religious 
processions were not chased off the streets. It was said, however, 
that no ecclesiastical appointments were made until Diaz ap 
proved the lists. The archbishop would be having tea with Car- 
melita. They would toy with names. Porfirio would drop in and 
nod or look dubious as names were mentioned. His intimations 
were most helpful to the archbishop in making prudent selec 
tions. 

Diaz had his own original bag of tricks for winning friends 
and influencing individuals. One day a notorious bandit was 
brought before the president, a lasso about his neck. Diaz re 
ceived the criminal in chilled silence. Taking his pearl-handled 
revolver from the desk, he methodically loaded all five cham 
bers. Holding the gun in his left hand and pointing it at the 
culprit, he thrust out his right hand. Eyeing the man intently, 
he said, quietly: "Which dp you choose? This hand with the five 
bullets or this hand with five friendly fingers?" The astonished 
bandit, who had expected to be shot on the spot, blinked but 
could not speak. Dropping to his knees, he grasped the right 
hand in fervent gratitude and turned out to be a most vigilant 
and loyal thief-catcher. 

Diaz handled brigands who might have stirred up trouble 
against him by giving them positions of authority. He made 
them rurdes, state mounted police. It was an occupation they 
could turn into more profit than by highway hold-ups and pil 
fering. The rurales got a good living off the countryside with 
out having to point a gun. Wherever they went roast chickens 
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and wine were theirs for the asking and the best horses they 
could straddle. 

Like Napoleon playing on the vanity of little men with his 
ribbons of honor, Diaz made the mounted police proud of their 
job by giving them a cavalier-like costume that attracted atten 
tion in fashionable parks as well as on remote country roads. 
The rurales wore suits of suede in smoke-gray or russet brown, 
with silver silk embroidery on the bolero jacket and a vein of 
embroidered silver running down their glove-tight trousers. The 
sun and the moon high-lighted the silver on their sombreros, 
their saddles, their formidable spurs, the studs on their bridles. 
The devil-red blankets carried over one shoulder were like flam 
ing badges of authority. Even the president himself, in gala uni 
form with his breast ablaze with medals, was a drab figure 
compared to commanding officers among the rurales. Their hats 
loaded with silver braid cost hundreds of dollars. One top leader 
had his saddle and equipment mounted in solid gold to the tune 
of $25,000. With their Mauser rifles, their lassos and quirts, their 
knives in silver sheaths and their pearl-handled revolvers, they 
were veritable "arsenals on horseback." Besides carrying weapons 
to withstand a siege, they carried their own supplies, their cook 
ing pots and pans, their horseshoeing outfit. Some of them also 
carried guitars and would nearly ma<?den village maidens with 
their romantic plucking of the strings. Superb and daring horse 
men, they lived for hairbreadth escapes from death. Though 
they were like the matinee idols to some, the very name rurdc 
had power to paralyze with fear. Some rurales took dogs along 
as scouts to smell out fugitives and track them down in places 
a horse could not go. The dog was also trained to hold his mas 
ter's bridle like a groom when he dismounted to indulge in a 
passing amour. 

For all his theatrical costume, a rurdc had to be inordinately 
practical and resourceful. When te was told to get a man in 
storm-swept mountain or fetid jungle he was not given any 
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other instructions or furnished with government maps. If the 
captive had talent for marksmanship and riding and wanted to 
serve the government, he was taken into service. If he had no 
special gifts he was shot down as useless to the commonwealth. 

These knights-errant could be as ruthless and cunning as they 
were daring. And on occasions they could be wantonly cruel, 
as when they buried up to the neck in an open field a group of 
recalcitrant villagers who refused to give up their ejidos, and 
then charged back and forth sportively as if playing some kind 
of polo in which the object was to knock the stuffing out of 
skulls. 

The rurdes had another function, very significant in the Diaz 
days: They served as instruments of the haccndados to keep the 
peons in line. They searched out peons if they escaped, yanked 
them home, and often gave them a good lashing for having put 
them to trouble, as well as making them pay so much a day 
for the man hunt Despite the excesses of the rurdes ; they did 
the country signal service in that for the first time in Mexican 
history roads were made safe for travelers. They played a part 
not only directly in La Paz Porfiriano, but indirectly in the new 
prosperity. The economic basis of the Diaz dictatorship was 
simple in pattern: By selling a host of concessions to foreigners 
Diaz acquired a money reserve which more or less freed him of 
dependence on Mexicans. Through the money obtained from 
foreign interests he was able to support his troop of rurdes, who 
kept the nation's treasury from being disgorged on civil strife. 
Without the ntrdcs, "The Hero of Peace" as his admirers called 
Diaz might not have been able to give Mexico a generation's 
breathing spell in which to build and expand. The economic 
progress under Diaz was spectacular enough to impress the world 
at: large. 

Iteing the aii^temth-century expansion in the United States, 
Meafcoiad stood still, rooted in her colonial tracks. At the time 
Dm tuck otor she was noted throughout Europe as one of the 
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most backward nations in the world. This mestizo from Oaxaca 
was the first Mexican administrator to possess a world-view, to 
give his country a place in the sun as a nation, and to win the 
respect of foreign powers. Though he was farsighted in realiz 
ing that Mexico would become enlightened only as she emerged 
from her seclusion and made contact with the world, he was 
woefully shortsighted in keeping the masses in a stupefying con 
dition of peonage. To bring about the material prosperity he put 
his country's resources in pawn to foreign capitalists. In his 
policy regarding land ownership he turned Mexico back towards 
feudalism. 

Under Diaz the concentration of land in the hands of a few 
became more exaggerated than anything Mexico had known. By 
1892 one-fifth of the territory had passed into the possession of 
land companies. Millions of acres of public land were turned 
over to a small number of individuals, native and foreign. Wil 
liam Randolph Hearst's father got a hunk "about the size of 
Maryland and Delaware combined." The famous Terrazas estate 
in Chihuahua was estimated to comprise almost thirteen million 
acres. Vast tracts of public land were doled out as rewards to 
politicians who would strengthen the dictatorship. By 1910 almost 
half of Mexico belonged to less than three thousand families. 

By the granting to land companies of the rights to national 
waters for irrigation and industries, the essential water supply 
of the village lands could be cut off by the grantees. After the 
waterless tracts had been abandoned they could be legally "de 
nounced" and the companies could claim possession. When vil 
lages rebelled by refusing to obey the "denouncing" laws, they 
were often destroyed, and the land ownership passed to the fed 
eral government. Though the same Indian family had possessed 
the same strip of land since before the conquest, if the present 
head did not have hid away somewhere a tide to it, the property 
could be "denounced" and bid in by a land company. 

The ejidas grew so small that many family allotments were 
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reduced to a couple of furrows. As the rich, productive lands 
gradually passed into the wealthy landlords' hands, Indians were 
forced to seek sustenance in the rock-strewn mountain sides. At 
the close of the Diaz period approximately ninety-five per cent 
of the rural population owned no property whatsoever not even 
six foot of grave space in which to be buried or a tiny plot on 
which to raise a mess of beans. As Wistano Luis Orozco wrote: 
"The millions of acres bought up by the land companies repre 
sented many more millions of tears, for it is not the powerful, 
not the great hacendados who have seen their millions of hectares 
fall from their hands, but the poor, the ignorant, and the weak." 

The laws and the taxes seemed arranged for the benefit of the 
foreign companies and the few rich estate holders. In the state 
of Guanajuato, for example, the land tax levied on all the estates 
amounted to less than that paid by the street peddlers. The special 
privilege that existed in the second half of Diaz's administration 
was beyond anything that any country has known before or after 
wards. 

At the very time that Diaz was putting the ownership of 
Mexico into the hands of the few, a smart young redhead in 
London named G. B. Shaw was continually jumping up on soap 
boxes to denounce such practices in England. In 1884, the year he 
joined the new Fabian Socialist Society, he was warning the 
powers that be: 

The practice of entrusting the land of the nation to private persons 
in the hope that they will make the best of it has been discredited by 
the consistency with which they have made the worst of it. 

In this same year, Diaz was using his power to make every 
thing as attractive as possible for the English oil companies to 
operate in Mexico. He stood godfather to the mining code of 
1^4 by which the surface proprietor was declared owner of the 
coal deposits and petroleum. This new decree supplemented the 
Ordinance of Amnjuez which had existed a century and one year 
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since 1783 and under which the crown retained ownership of 
"all minerals including bitumens and earth juices." To private 
persons or companies was now granted absolute possession on 
condition that they worked the property and paid taxes. 

In a tract published in this year of 1884, the youthful Shaw 
who discerned the sociological dangers far ahead tried to make 
his handwriting on the wall noticed by making it witty: 

The most striking result o our present system of farming out the 
national land and capital to private individuals has been the division 
of society into hostile classes, with large appetites and no dinners at 
one extreme and large dinners and no appetites at the other . . - 

But little more attention was paid to G.B.S. in England and the 
United States than in Mexico in those rampant decades of rugged 
individualism when money talked through brazen megaphones. 
In the fin de s&de, while the Pre-Raphaelites in England were 
rhapsodizing on eternal verities and endeavoring to move in an 
ambiente as remote from sordid materialism as they could con 
trive, a group of young intellectuals in Mexico became powerful 
as apostles of scientific progress. They called themselves cientifi- 
cos. Like the English of the middle of the century, they twisted 
Darwin's theory of natural selection and the survival of the fit 
test to justify their class rule over others. They renounced the 
humanitarian liberalism of their fathers* and Benito Juarez's time, 
and put their faith in scientific efficiency and material evidences 
of civilization. They discredited everything Indian and believed 
the salvation of Mexico lay in complete white domination. These 
young Creole lawyers and economists there were less than two 
dozen in the inner circle became a kind of ex officio "brain 
trust/* They influenced Diaz to encourage and conciliate foreign 
capital to the utmost and to turn the culture of Mexico more and 
more towards Europe. Because of their efficiency and their hon 
esty "within the law," Diaz let the lawyers among them negoti 
ate with foreign companies. They put up a good front and 
through rich fees they lined their pockets well. 
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By far the most able of the cientificos was Jose Ives Limantour, 
the natural son of a French adventurer who had dug for Cali 
fornia gold in '49 and who had made a fortune by buying up 
church property cheap at forced sales. He was a thin, dapper, 
ascetic-looking man, with a skinny neck and a high, broad, intel 
ligent forehead. By profession he was an economist-banker. In 
1893? when still a young man, he was made minister of the treas 
ury. For the next seventeen years he held the dominating position 
in the government. His power was second only to that of Diaz 
himself. The first year that Limantour was in control of the 
nation's finances Mexico balanced her budget for the first time 
during her independence. There was even a surplus of 2,000,000 
pesos. With Limantour's financial genius to depend on, Diaz 
settled down to revel in the patent fruits of prosperity. 

A network of railways now spanned the difficult Mexican ter 
rain. As the miles of railway were extended from 400 to 15,000, 
telegraph lines stretched from 4,500 to 20,000 miles. New iron 
works, smelters, meat-packing plants, paper milk and breweries 
were flourishing. The total number of textile mills reached 146. 
Mexico became one of the great sugar-producing countries of 
the world. Mining in gold and silver advanced from an annual 
gross of $25,000,000 to $160,000,000. Harbor facilities were vastly 
improved. Exports increased fivefold. Imports augmented eight 
fold. The national income rose five hundred per cent under 
Limantour's shrewd administration. 

Those who looked only on the facade of Mexico at the palaces 
and boulevards, the imported elegance, the mounting commerce, 
the gay night life, the safe traveling naturally saw the regime 
of Porfirio Diaz as the Golden Age of Peace and Plenty. There 
was peace for everybody and suj^abundajice for the privileged. 
But the Indians shorn of liberty endured a penury more abject 
than they had known. 

la their fervor for efficiency and progress the cientificos made 
one gross blunder: They did not take into account what was 
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happening to the less fortunate among their fellow countrymen. 
They considered the Jndian a beast of burden and the mestizo 
"a mistake of nature." It was the cientificos who cut the last bonds 
of affinity between the mestizo Diaz and the Indian cause. The 
common folk of Mexico the backbone and ballast of the coun 
try were by a false sense of economy left entirely out of the 
calculations of the new civilization and progress. 

In 1900, when Diaz had been in power almost a quarter of a 
century, seventy per cent of the Mexicans over ten years of age 
were still illiterate. To improve the general intelligence, Diaz 
allocated the paltry sum of eight million pesos annually for edu 
cation. Yet his last gala birthday party at the National Palace 
September fifteenth, 1910 cost twenty million pesos. The equiva 
lent of two and a half years of an entire nation's educational 
budget was consumed in one day and night of festivity. 

In the midst of the flaunted prosperity the masses lived in 
incredible squalor. Four pesos and rations was the monthly salary 
of hacienda workers. In the middle of the Diaz rule the average 
daily agricultural wage was thirty-six centavos a day, valued in 
United States money then at about eighteen cents. Though 
wages remained the same for a century, prices of essential food 
stuffs rose steadily. From 1810 to 1910 the price of flour increased 
some 100 per cent and beans almost 600 per cent. The price of 
corn from which the daily tortillas were made almost tripled. 
Virtually nothing was done in the way of scientific farming to 
increase the yield. Every year it was necessary for Mexico to im 
port wheat and corn, and sometimes rice and beans, 

On the bad side of the Diaz medallion was the vicious system 
of the "payroll store" where peons received not wages but mer 
chandise. The peons were not permitted to trade at other shops, 
and they had to pay whatever price the storekeeper set. Sons and 
sons of sons were enchained to the plantation by debt. When the 
strictures against debt peonage in the 1857 constitution were 
pointed out to him., Diaz merely shrugged. The upper classes 
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went on splurging in Paris and Madrid on the exploited labor 
of the frustrated peons. Haciendas were left in the hands of over 
seers, whose business it was to extract from the sweat of the 
laborers all the golden profit possible and to see that the lowly 
kept their place. 

In "the good old days of Diaz" the Indian who had been lashed 
learned to kneel and kiss his master's hand in gratitude for the 
whipping. An oil worker who presumed to drink water from 
the cup reserved for foreign white bosses was shot down for his 
impertinence. In a textile mill that paid the highest dividends 
in the world a protesting group of unarmed workers were killed 
for presuming to question the authority of the managers. There 
were no recourse in the courts against the decree of privilege. 

On the other hand, the foreign investors fared superbly. In 
the grand manner, Diaz had exempted the oil companies from 
paying taxes on oil. Prodigious profits were made out of Mexican 
petroleum by the Englishman, Weetman Pearson created Lord 
Cowdray by the British crown when his fortune was sufficiently 
impressive and by the Yankee, Edward L. Doheny, who in 
1900 acquired enormous tracts of rich oil land not far from 
Tampico at the bargain price of less than a dollar and a half an 
acre. Not only did the Mexican people gain nothing in taxation 
from billions of barrels of their 4c black gold" enriching British 
and American coffers, but they were charged the same price for 
kerosene paid in England and the United States. However, a few 
cabinet ministers and senators profited from the shares of stock 
which the oil men were tactful enough to present with their 
compliments. 

By 1910 the Investment of United States capital in Mexico had 
swelled to a billion dollars and was greater than the capital stock 
owned by all the Mexicans themselves. High-powered interests 
ia ike United States possessed over fifty per cent of the oil fields 
aad $ew&y-ve per cent of the operating mines. In agriculture 
Americans 0wned great sugar, cotton, coffee, and maguey plan- 
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rations, as well as vast cattle ranches. Because of his generosity 
to foreign business, Diaz became the idol of American business 
interests the Guggenheims, the Rockefellers, and the lesser fry. 
In the early days of Theodore Roosevelt and his trust curbings, 
it was heard around Wall Street that what our great democracy 
needed was another Porfirio Diaz to head it 

At home, Mexicans were saying that Diaz had made Mexico 
the mother of foreigners and the stepmother to Mexicans. In law 
suit decisions Diaz let it be known that the foreigner must always 
be right, and judges so decreed. Many patriotic Mexicans began 
to resent the foreigners, and a grumbling murmur rose all about 
the country. Diaz's old ears refused to hear it or attach signifi 
cance to rumors brought him by Carmelita or Limantour. There 
was a surplus in the treasury. One had but to glance at harbor 
activities or drive down a city boulevard to see amazing mani 
festations of prosperity. The army got its pay checks regularly. 
The bureaucracy was well fed and subservient. There could be 
no formidable opposition. Who would dare oppose him? 

However, Diaz began to cool perceptibly to the United States. 
He himself saw that American interests were becoming too 
powerful. His most generous favors were shortly bestowed on 
British representatives. He even let the United States know, too, 
that he could be very cordial to Japan. He gave an order that 
some visiting Japanese seamen were to be received with osten 
tatiously gay demonstrations. United States business men began to 
notice clay feet on their idol. They began to speculate aloud that 
perhaps some ambitious man who had his fortune to make might 
best serve their purposes. The American journalist James Creel- 
man went down to interview Diaz to see what was what. To the 
surprise of everyone, Diaz announced that he was willing to 
retire; his ambitions had been realized. He believed, he said, that 
Mexico now had the ability to develop into a true democracy. 
He professed to welcome an opposition. He wanted the people 
to choose his successor in a free and honest election. 
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Apparently, he had aimed the interview only at the American 
public and had disregarded any Mexican reaction. Creelman's 
story, printed everywhere in Mexico, created a hubbub and wide 
spread opposition that emerged from underground. Some be 
lieved, however, that Diaz deliberately gave the interview to see 
who would spring forward in Mexico as the most eager for his 
place. But the "important" men prudently lay low and bided 
their time, for Diaz knew too well how to deal with rivals. 



15. The Little Black Sheep 

"We poor visionaries for then we were only 
that had come armed only with the -feeble 
experience of our boo\s and our early ideals" 

MARTIN LUIS GUZMAN 

One of the most unlikely men in the land rose up as the leader 
of that opposition. At first he was no more regarded by Diaz 
and his cohorts than a stray voice piping in the wilderness. He 
was a little five-foot-two man, ill-shaped and delicate > with a 
high-pitched voice and a high-domed forehead and a receding 
hair line. But he was as noble in spirit as his form was lacking 
in impressive attributes. His name was FrasdsoiJLMadejx^and 
his prominent family had a strain of Jewish blood. His grand 
father, who had been governor of Coahuila, was one of the 
wealthiest men in Mexico, owning some million and three- 
quarters acres of land and having extensive mining and banking 
interests. Francisco was like a changeling among the handsome, 
pleasure-loving, successful members of the Madero family. His 
father and brothers and innumerable relatives thought him a 
bit queer, and looked upon Him affectionately as a ne'er-do-well 
misfit. He was one of those anomalies, a son of the rich turned 
reformer, the kind who loves to feed the hungry and give his 
coat to the shivering. When he was in school in Paris, where 
his father had sent Him to get the notion of becoming a Jesuit 
priest out of his head, he literally spent all his generous allowance 
administering to the needy. Besides being a vegetarian, he was 
a dabbler in the occult And like the militaristic Caesar and 
Napoleon and Cortes and Adolf Hitler who consulted astrologers, 
the gentle Madero played the ouija board and communed witibi 
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departed spirits. After his return from Paris his family turned 
over to him the management of some agricultural properties. But 
he seemed far more interested in cultivating the toilers than the 
soil, and he delighted in gathering scores of peon children at his 
own dinner table to feed them nourishing dishes and teach them 
polite manners. 

In 1900, when Francisco was twenty-seven, he surprised his 
family and friends by taking an active interest in politics and 
political reform in the capital. He helped to form the Club 
Democratico Benito Juarez and championed the introduction of 
American democratic methods into Mexican politics. His liberal 
views were first a joke, then a pain in the neck to his conserva 
tive, wealthy family. But though at thirty-two Madero was one 
of the leaders of the reform element, few important persons took 
either him or his movement seriously. The majority of the public 
was completely unaware of him until 1908, when he published 
a fair criticism of Diaz's administration called The Presidential 
Succession in 1910* The book mildly called attention to certain 
evils in the political and social set-up, and advocated a single 
presidential term and drastic suffrage reforms. He professed noth 
ing against Diaz's having the presidency one more last time, but 
urged that the vice-president should be chosen by the honest vote 
of the people. 

Madero's family was amazed to find that their little black sheep 
had become famous overnight. Francisco began making demo 
cratic speeches all over Mexico. Despite his frail, thin voice that 
would sometimes break into falsetto, his sincerity and logic and 
passionate zeal brought him converts as if he were an apostle of 
a BEW religion. Then in this land of restricted speech he had the 
temerity to found a liberal newspaper. 

The oM Eon Diaz had no more taken the odd black sheep 
seriously tiian had Francisco's relatives. But as the public enthusi 
asm obvknisly waxed and crowds were turned away from Madero 
meetings, Diaz began to pooder. More out of curiosity than any- 
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thing else, the dictator had it arranged for Madero to call on him. 
He listened with studied gravity while Madero told him that his 
mission was to stir the Mexican people to realize their responsi 
bility to the ballot. He professed to be impressed with such a 
noble aim. As he regarded the enthusiastic young man with cool 
detachment, he was falsely reassured. He saw that Madero's right 
shoulder had a noticeable twitch, that in temperament the little 
fellow was as highly nervous as he himself was calm. The prag 
matic meat-eater was even amused by the idealistic vegetarian. 
For all his acumen, Diaz could not discern that the weak body 
before him conserved a remarkable physical resistance. All the 
skill he had in judging human nature could not make him aware 
of the power of an ardent ideal. He believed, as did other practi 
cal souls, that "all armed prophets have conquered, and the un 
armed ones have been destroyed." Since his frail adversary did 
not seem to possess so much as a slingshot, the giant little 
dreamed that he carried concealed a shining pebble of truth 
which would prove mortal to the giant, 

When Madero had bowed his adieu, Diaz could not but smile 
whimsically at the earnest crackpot. He joked with his friends 
about the idiot's pretensions. No fortuneteller was there to warn 
him within a year the iron-willed man of action would bow in 
defeat to the apostolic dreamer. 

Diaz continued to smile when Madero Was nominated for the 
presidency by the anti-ce-electionist party jb April, 1910. But in 
May, when thirty thousand Madero adherents actually made a 
shouting demonstration before the National Palace, Diaz began 
to heed his advisors. The demonstration had come when Diaz 
announced his own intention to run for president once again. 
He decided it might not be entirely amiss to let Madero's zeal 
cool off in jail until the election was over. So in June he in 
carcerated his opponent in the prison of San Luis Potosi on the 
charge of plotting a rebellion. 

Diaz had looked forward to the coming September fif teenA 
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as the apostheosis of his triumphal life. There was to be a gala 
celebration of the centenary of Father Hidalgo's Grito dc Dolores 
and his own eightieth birthday. Five days previous to the fiesta, 
flies appeared in the ointment. A mob in sympathy with Madero 
threw stones at the Diaz windows. As a birthday present the old 
man was anonymously promised a bullet to end his rule on the 
night of September fifteenth. But Diaz, scorning the threat, 
looked down the corridor of the future to the end of his next 
six-year term, when he would be approaching ninety. 

From early morning on September fifteenth the people jammed 
the great plaza, eating from the sidewalk brazier restaurants. 
Rainbow-colored streamers were strong on wires across streets 
from house to house. Colored pennants like silken tongues 
savored the early autumn atmosphere. Girls in sheer white dresses 
and net veils poured into the cathedral for communion, cha 
peroned by old ladies in fine black lace mantillas. The bull 
fighters wore their most expensive sky-blue satins and canary 
velvets ornamented with gold and silver braid. Bands played, 
horses cavorted, soldiers marched under the sun. And always at 
the edges of the picture was the chiaroscuro of sandaled Indians, 
grave, unwashed, yet unfailingly picturesque. 

In the midst of the clamor of blaring bands and stamping 
horses, through the surge of humanity and motor cars and 
mounted police, an old Indian woman wearing a battered straw 
sombrero resolutely drove her flock of turkeys before her. She 
guided them with a long stick held in one hand, and grasped her 
red blanket tight about her with the other. Looking neither to 
right nor left, she took no notice of the paradeful splendor. She 
spoke her special language to her turkeys, touched them reassur 
ingly with her stick, and passed through the madding crowd. 
An Englishman, observing her, murmured to his American com 
panion: "Though dynasties pass, this will go on," 

In the afternoon, historical pageants were staged with costumes 
as cosdy as in a de Mille spectacle. When night came the spires 
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of the cathedral blazed with incandescent light. And the build 
ings surrounding the plaza, which had been strung with high- 
powered lights, were as bright as noon. 

In the illuminated palace on the east side of the square, sixty 
distinguished representatives from among the world's great na 
tions were seated at dinner. Ten huge candelabra spaced between 
tall silver urns spilling over with pink blossoms made dazzling 
the jewels on the powdered throats and arms of diplomats* as 
sorted wives. The Maximilian silver glittered regally. The first 
eight courses were served on silver plates, the last two on plates 
of solid gold. 

While Diaz's special guests were being sumptuously served, to 
the crowds out in the great square was offered music from six 
teen bands, all playing at once and different selections. They were 
treated, too, to the most elaborate fireworks Mexico had ever 
beheld. Precisely at five minutes to eleven the sixteen bands 
stopped playing, the sparks from the fireworks turned to invisible 
ash. 

There came a thickening hush as a spotlight played high up 
on the palace, where the liberty bell hung the bell the white- 
haired priest rang in the early dawn of September sixteenth, 1810. 
Directly under the bell on the little iron balcony a canopy of 
purple velvet had been rigged up. The eighty-year-old Don 
Porfirio appeared before his people, stalwart and impressive. For 
a moment all human breathing seemed to have ceased. But no 
shot rang out. Then there was a concerted wave of movement. 
Hats came off. The bell was struck thrice3 and the old dictator 
uttered Hidalgo's cry of liberty, A hundred thousand vivas rent , 
the air. The church towers began to tremble with the frantic 
pealing of bells. About the cathedral, rosy clouds of smoke wafted 
heavenward like souls making ascensions in pillars of flame. 
Rockets rushed shrieking at the sky as if challenging the stars. 
Peons who were not already drunk rushed off to enjoy the liberty 
of drinking themselves insensible. In the palace the great ball 
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was opened with a grand march led by Porfirio. Before sunrise 
twenty carloads of champagne had been consumed by the two- 
thousand guests. 

Far from the fanfare a little, bearded man, not half the age 
of the old dictator, lay on his prison cot in San Luis Potosi and 
silently renewed his faith in his mission. Notwithstanding the 
centennial vivas and the congratulations from kings and queens 
that poured in to Diaz over cable and telegraph, Madero's rev 
olution broke within two months. 

In the first week of October the election returns were an 
nounced. The government counters had allowed Madero a con 
solation of 196 votes from the entire republic. Diaz found him 
self overwhelmingly re-elected for another six years. He would 
be in his eighty-seventh year when his new term was up. But if 
he purposed to retire then, he did not say so now. Safely re- 
elected, Diaz consented to release Madero on bail. Madero 
jumped his bond. On October seventh he crossed into Texas. At 
San Antonio he published his Plan of San Luis Potosi, conceived 
while he was in prison. Madero declared the recent elections 
fraudulent, and announced his provisional presidency. November 
twentieth was set as the date for general insurrection. 

Dr. Vasquez Gomez, the vice-presidential candidate on the 
reform ticket, and Gustavo Madero, Francisco's brother, hurried 
to Washington to pull wires and win friends. When the day for 
the revolution came, Francisco crossed the border with high 
ardor. He was received by an army of fully two dozen men, some 
with guns. In his overwhelming disappointment, he returned to 
tbe United State and made up his mind to go to Europe. But 
great BCWS from. Qiihuahua stopped him in New Orleans. On 
Ifc^mber twenty-seventh cowboy insurrectos led by a shop 
keeper and a aotjodbiis bandit defeated state troops. The bandit 
was a former peon who had defied all efforts of the rurides to 
stop Us cattle rustling. He was called 
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As the revolutionaries moved north victoriously, they cut the 
railway to the border. The success in Chihuahua stimulated desul 
tory uprisings in other states. Madero re-entered Mexico in Febru 
ary to join the rebel forces in the north. The idealist and the 
bandit met for the first time. Beholding the tiny figure of a man 
with a bearded face illuminated by a pair of great, trusting eyes, 
the hulking Villa was dumbfounded. Was this the hombre who 
inspired revolt against the mighty chief? But he took to the little 
fellow at once with a big-brotherly affection and even a kind of 
awe. And Madero saw beyond the cruelty and lust and cunning 
of the outlaw, to the ideal he cherished in his heart All the evil 
qualities in Villa he attributed to the misery of his youth when 
chained to debt servitude on a hacienda. He was gratified that 
Villa neither drank nor smoked; and he made no inquiries about 
his tempestuous sex life. 

While master and disciple were becoming acquainted, the 
United States sent twenty thousand troops to camp along the 
border- Limantour returned from a mission in Europe by way of 
New York, and tried to make compromises with Gustavo Madero, 
He was also prepared to offer almost any concessions in Wash 
ington to prevent intervention. But the terms demanded by the 
revolutionaries were too stiff. The resignation of Diaz and the 
downfall of the cientificos were only a part of the demands. 

Amid the bold and vengeful talk and the sharpening of war 
blades, Francisco Madero was still hoping to effect the revolution 
without bloodshed. At heart he was an ardent pacifist. But in the, 
hills west of Ciudad Juarez the insuncctos were eager to start 
the rebellion immediately. For heavy arms they were equipped 
with "a long gun that had been made in a machine shop and a 
little brass cannon that had been stolen from its ornamental posi 
tion in El Paso's city park." Madero's headquarters wore in an 
adobe one-room house near the river. Here leaders came daily to 
confer with him aad to urge him to immediate attack. Madero 
vacillated. His companions said he was conf erring with the spirits 
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of his immortal advisers, Socrates, Napoleon, and Benito Juarez. 
"Without arriving in his troubled brain," commented war corre 
spondent Timothy Turner, "at any definite course in all this 
terrible rumpus his eloquent oratory had stirred up." Turner, 
who was with Madero at El Paso, summed up at the very begin- 
ning the cause of the leader's subsequent failure. "He was too 
chicken-hearted. He couldn't bear killing and bloodshed. His 
hesitation was never from fear." But while Madero was trying 
to win over the enemy by persuasion, his more-of-this-world lieu 
tenants, fed up with dallying and dubious messages from de 
parted heroes, moved up on Ciudad Juarez and began to shoot 
and dynamite the town into subjugation. 

The revolution was launched, and Madero had to try to get 
used to the bloodshed. On the tenth of May, Navarro, the federal 
commander, capitulated. While Villa was preparing for his exe 
cution, Madero graciously conducted the enemy across the bor 
der to safety. The bandit-disciple became so infuriated that he 
promptly arrested Madero for treachery. Madero appeared before 
the troops and spoke so appealingly that he won their tumultuous 
shouts of confidence. Thoroughly mollified, Villa hung his head 
and begged the little master's pardon for his own impetuosity. 

At the beginning, the federal troops in the north had no medi 
cal corps. The dusky women camp followers were the haphazard 
Florence Nightingales. They tended the wounded and were 
wives, sweethearts, mothers, as well as nurses. These soldaderas 
had no official positions, but their presence was encouraged by 
the government both for the economic and psychologic factors. 
It was an old Mexican custom to take the womenfolk to war, to 
keep the men contented and to see that they had hot dinners. 
Some women went to the wars out of necessity and some purely 
po&r le sport. They rode the tops of troop trains with their cook 
ing utensils and bags of meal, their stolen chickens and pigs, 
and with their brood of brown children clinging to their skirts 
aed rebosas- And when the army went on foot, the female aux- 
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iliary preceded them like royal purveyors, stripping fruit trees, 
rooting up vegetables, collecting hens and cocks as well as eggs. 
No farmer dared stand up against their patriotic onslaught. 

The insurrectos at the beginning had doctors, but no camp 
followers, "But later on," wrote Timothy Turner, "they developed 
a competent corps of them, begetting many little soldados and 
soldaderas in proper army fashion." And there was nothing 
Madero could do about that. It distressed him to notice fifteen- 
year-old boys among his warriors living in companionable sin 
with "hard-tacks" old enough to be their grandmothers. But he 
knew better than to interfere with the romantic morality of 
Mexican soldiers. 

The war's start was so insignificant that the keen-nosed Diaz 
could not detect anything worthy of his apprehension. Yet the 
little victory at the border town of Ciudad Juarez turned out to 
be decisive. It was to mark the speedy end of an era. All over 
Mexico driblets of insurrection against a generation's repression 
began to flow to make a swelling river of revolt. In the south, 
in Morelos, the peon leader, Emiliano Zapata, won a significant 
victory. Several state capitals were taken over by revolutionaries, 
supported by city mobs. 

The government, which had first been incredulous and then 
alarmed and at last frenzied, could do no more than talk excitedly 
in'ring-a-rounds. After the long peace of a third of a century the 
army consisted erf less than twenty-five thousand trained soldiers, 
Many of his generals were nearly as old as Diaz and had become 
rusty with disuse. He had little comfidence in them. They were 
few he could really trust. So he stood before great maps spread 
out on the palace billard tables, and conducted the fight himself 
by telegraph. 

Eleven days after that federal defeat at Ciudad Juarez, it was 
all over. Diaz promised to resign. Commissioners from both sides 
gathered to prepare articles of peace. Madero shyly requested that 
two Mexican spiritualists and one American be allowed to sit 



224 Timeless Mexico 

silently at the conferences. They were never introduced. They 
never spoke, but sit in the conference room they did. It was 
decided that the Mexican minister in Washington, Francisco 
de la Barra, was to serve as provisional president until an election 
could be held. Madero, of course, was to receive the presidency. 
On the night of May twenty-first the treaty was signed on the 
outskirts of Ciudad Juarez. The momentous paper was spread 
on a deal table out of doors, the scene lighted by the headlights 
of motor cars, the spiritualists hovering in the shadows. 

When the news of the treaty was released in the capital, the 
streets became jammed as at another centennial. Crowds let off 
a pent-up repressed steam of years. Under his very windows in 
his house on Cadena Street the rabble shouted its demand for 
the old dictator's immediate resignation. But now Diaz decided 
he did not want to resign. 

He was stretched out with a raging toothache. In his physical 
agony he would get up from time to time and pace the floor, 
while the mob was shouting its repudiation of his lifetime of 
labors. The anguish from the abscess in his jaw made it easier 
to bear the hurt in his breast. Carmelita, constantly at his side, 
pled with him to sign the drawn-up document of resignation. 
His doctor urged him for his health's sake. Those he called his 
closest friends pointed out that there was no other way. The old 
man clamped his jaw over his pain and stubbornly refused. He 
could not bring himself to relinquish the power he had held for 
a third of a century. In his bitter perplexity, his fever rose alarm 
ingly. 

A menacing crowd surged in the Zocalo. Soldiers from the 
National Palace fired into their midst Men dropped and died 
in pools of their own blood on the paving stones. Some of the 
wounded crept or crawled away. Yet the crowd hung on. Bullets 
ooeld BO rout them. Finally rain came and sent them scurrying 
lifce sheep for shelter. They left the fresh corpses of their fellows 
behind on the crimson biers that turned to pinkish gray with the 
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dilution of rainwater. Observers in windows counted two hun 
dred stretched out dead. 

The news of the massacre was brought to the house in Calle 
Cadena. Carmelita ordered the servants to pack. At last, worn 
down by sleeplessness and excruciating suffering, Diaz yielded 
to his wife's entreaties. In the black first hour of morning he 
took up the proffered pen and signed in a bold hand. 

Despite the late hour most of the city, too, was still awake. 
The climactic news was received with tumult and caterwauling. 
Amid a fiendish clangor of pans and tin cans beaten by gangs 
of urchins, the Diaz household tried to settle down to a couple 
of hours* sleep. Soldiers thickly guarded the street. Solicitous 
friends tiptoed about the house and took their stations within 
doors, heavily armed against an attack. Just before sunrise on 
the twenty-sixth of May the aged president and his lady, accom 
panied by a few relatives and friends, were hurried into closed 
cars and rushed to the railway station. There they boarded a 
special train for Vera Cruz, where a ship was waiting to take 
them to exile in France. 

Diaz wept manly tears at his departure. It was not only because 
he was a patriot saying good-by to a land that had nurtured him 
and which he had loved profoundly in his own ruthless way 
he actually believed that Mexico still had need of him. In those 
who were to take his place he could not discern qualities equal 
to the job. "They have unleashed dangers they will not be able 
to control," he mumbled through his aching jaw. 

Clear of brain and remarkably vigorous in body, Diaz lived on 
until he was nearing his eighty-fifth birthday. In the ease of 
sheltered elegance in Biarritz, he received news of great turmoil 
in Mexico. He read of Madero's murder. He learned that the 
dope addict, Victoriano Huerta, was slaughtering viciously to 
bring about reaction. Then from the north the forces of Car- 
ranza and Villa came fighting against the provisional govern 
ment and in the south the barefoot peons of the firebrand Zapata 
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defeated government forces and burned the haciendas of Morelos. 
When Huerta was routed from Mexico the fight continued; three 
groups of revolutionaries were at each others' throats. Worse than 
what Diaz had feared and prophesied had come upon Mexico. 
When he died in Paris on July second, 1915, his native land was 
as unpeaceful and bewildered as those two spitting cats slung 
across a wire with their tails tied together. Shaking his head sor 
rowfully, but with a kind of grim justification, Diaz could say 
to his wife and friends, "Ah, you see, I knew my Mexico!" 



PART SEVEN 
THE REVOLUTION 



16. Martyr 

'7 hoped to find a meadow at the end of the 
rood, I found a swamp. Facts are bitter; so are 
men. . . . That bitterness eats your heart out; 
it is poison, dry-rot. Enthusiasm, hope, ideals, 
happiness vain dreams, vain dreams. . . . 
When that's over, you have a choice. Either 
you turn bandit, like the rest, or the time- 
servers will swamp you . . /' 

MARIANO AZUELA 

At Madero's triumphal entrance on the eighth of June, the trees 
and roofs were crammed with a jubilant populace. Boys clam 
bered on statues, bestrode bronze horses, and perched on the 
shoulders of marble heroes. Girls hung perilously over balcony 
rails, waving colored silks at the street crowd as a prelude to the 
big show. As the engine bearing the private car of Madero puffed 
into the station, suddenly the ground began to rumble and the 
buildings to tremble. An earthquake shook the capital. The por 
tent proved more malevolent than the sourest soothsayer might 
have predicted. 

Yet when Madero was elected president in October with an 
honest, overwhelming majority, it would have seemed that Mex 
ico was ripe for her regeneration. One of his enemies declared 
with sarcastic fur" that Madero had supplanted the Virgin of 
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Guadalupe in the people's adoration. But too much was expected 
a miracle overnight, like a Hindu fakir's trick, where a mango 
seed grows into a tree before one's incredulous gaze. 

Madero had inherited a land steeped in political corruption, 
illiteracy and ingrafted prejudices, a land where hate and jealousy, 
special privilege and greed had long flourished like spurious 
grasses in rank soil. The powerful forces of intrenched wealth 
and reaction lay in ambush and in the open to obstruct him. 
Foreign concessionaires, leagued with the Mexican conservatives, 
were prepared to fight with relentless persistence to maintain 
cheap labor and sordid conditions in industry and field. 

Because of his exaggerated opinion of human nature, he at 
tributed philosophical motives to the Mexican masses. He mis 
judged their fervor for his mission. Once when asked why he 
did not divide his goods among the poor if he was so interested 
in their welfare, he replied: "The people are not asking for bread, 
they are asking for liberty." He would never learn what Bernard 
Shaw professed to have found out in his first dealings with social 
ists that "any revolution can be bought off for thirty bob." 

As the prime specific for his country's ills, Madero stoutly and 
unswervingly advocated a real democracy a free state with a 
free ballot and a free church. He believed that political and social 
reconstruction could be achieved when based on nothing more 
radical than the United States Declaration of Independence. He 
was unprepared for human nature's resistance to such mild purga 
tion. He could not fathom the code of ethics by which the gen- 
deosm-poHtical-grafters plied their trade. He could not conceive 
ttat governors and generals in Mexico expected large pourhoires 
beyond their regular salaries for doing the duties of their offices. 
He had not figured on the politicians* putting their own personal 
advantage above everything else in the world. He was shocked 
&> learn that they examined each move and change by the touch 
stone of "What is in it for me?" Such things as disloyalty and 
duplicity were not easy for Madero to understand. He believed 
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that right eventually triumphed, and he assured the people that 
liberties would be recovered one by one. 

When the millennium did not materialize with the magic 
celerity they expected, the needy masses began to lose faith in 
their apostle. The idealistic theories which sounded so well in 
speeches and on paper were not easy to put in practice. The poli 
ticians turned out to have small appetite for Madero's ideals; 
they were greedy for the fruity spoils of victory. Madero made 
the mistake of trying to conciliate the old regime, and congress 
endeavored to checkmate him on every move for reform. He 
could manage neither his cabinet nor his generals. By trying to 
secure harmony so that he could proceed with constructive work, 
he was accused of irresolution. 

Finally, smoldering discontent broke into open revolt in vari 
ous parts of the country. Two generals of his own party but at 
opposite extremes in viewpoint began to carve for themselves: 
Zapata with his peons in the south and Orozco with the estate 
owners in the north. The northern revolt was quickly squelched. 
But Zapata's agrarians could not be silenced. When Madero pled 
with the peasant leader to be patient and cease fighting, Zapata 
mounted a table in a mountain village and, with his innate sense 
of the dramatic, waved the Mexican flag and issued his Plan of 
Ayala, which a Morelos school teacher had composed for him. 
In it he announced to Madero and all Mexico that he and his 
men would never lay down their arms "until the ejidos of our 
villages are restored to us, until we are given back the lands 
which the kacendados stole from us during the dictatorship of 
Porfirio Diaz, when justice was subjected to his caprice," 

Madero was anything but blind to the needs of the agrarians, 
but he had promised more than he could deliver in a short time. 
The peons had expected land immediately. The president saw 
that the whole land-division program had to be studied. He did 
not want the nation's economy to be completely disrupted whik 
changes wexe being made. In certain northern states, where land 
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was taken from some of the rich cientificos and allotted to the 
Indian peons, the change had not worked out well. The Indian 
did not know just what to do with the land. Some of them 
promptly sold it to speculators for a handful of silver. Others 
transferred it for a litde cash back to the hacendados from whom 
it had been taken, and asked merely to be allowed to continue 
to work for them, 

The first casual land division proving a failure, Madero created 
a national agrarian commission to study the whole land problem. 
Their recommendations were not ill-reasoned. They drew up a 
plan of breaking up a large proportion of the great estates into 
small farms to be sold on a long-term payment plan financed by 
the government. (This was shortly done with great success in 
Finland and Scandinavia.) They advocated returning the ejidos 
to the Indian villages, where the transfer would not disrupt the 
immediate economy. They recommended new irrigation systems, 
forest conservation, road building and modern methods of farm 
cultivation. To put the plan into execution, an agrarian executive 
committee was commissioned. 

Madero, like his contemporary Premier Branting of Sweden, 
was trying to find a middle way for Mexico. But both conserva 
tives and radicals vehemently denounced his plan. The radical 
agrarians looked on it as an instrument to make the landowners 
rich in cash at the government's expense. They wanted the land 
confiscated without remuneration. The conservatives did not 
want any governmental interference whatsoever in their property 
rights. So both sides cried out against him. 

In the field of education, Madero was blocked by immediate 
drainistances. He wanted to give the people schools as much as 
did those reformers who were vociferating demands. But there 
were few trained teachers and virtually no altruistic volunteers. 
The dhurch could have helped more with education, but church 
schools were forbidden by law. Teachers would have to be 
trained. Until then, the semi-literate would have to lead the 
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illiterate. In the meantime Madero appropriated from the 
shrunken national budget fifty per cent more for education than 
Diaz ever had> even when his treasury was bulging. 

To get funds to meet the budget, Madero put a tax on the 
oil companies. A howl of indignation and dismay went up. Before 
this time, the foreign oil companies had not been asked to share 
their fantastic profits. The oil tax helped seal Madero's doom. 

Because of his conciliating and trusting nature and his innate 
milk of human kindness, he was betrayed to right and left, before 
and behind. Not only was desultory brigandage loosed about the 
land with a vicious cruelty, but the powerful foreign colony, led 
by the ambassadors of the United States and Great Britain, defi 
nitely soured and began to sneer. Madero was beset on every 
hand by ill-wishers, whose malice and ridicule preyed upon him. 
The most vivid comment on how painfully he was affected by 
his unhappy situation is given by Edward I. Bell, an American 
newspaperman who interviewed the president during his last 
stressful months in office. 

The interview took place in the innermost of the presidential 
reception rooms of the National Palace. Mr. Bell wrote: 

It happened that as I entered, there appeared at the opposite end 
the undersized, frock-coated figure of Madero coming from his pri 
vate office, In my mind was the impression of the immense and 
ponderous building stretched across the Plaza's eastern boundary; of 
the great stone stairway, its steps hewn for giants so that the knees 
of an ordinary person are lifted almost to his chin as he climbs 
panting in that rarefied atmosphere; of the long corridor, and dwin 
dling series of reception rooms; and it seemed to me that I had walked 
down the diminished vista which one sees through a strong field glass 
reversed, and in the vanishing point of this perspective stood "the 
little man" dwarfed by Ms huge responsibilities, so desperately cir 
cumstanced, so pitifully doomed to failure and extinction. All illu 
sions aside, he was greatly changed from that enthusiast who was 
my neighbor so litde while ago and taught political economy to his 
ciirbstone pupils in the Calle Berlin. His cheeks, which used to 
smoothly from his broad forehead to his narrow chin, were 
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now sunken and lined; Ms brow was wrinkled; a dozen years had 
been added to his apparent age, a fair half of them in the last seven 
days. He showed loss of sleep and was extremely nervous, with the 
impatient manner of a man who is trying to do too many things 
at once, and knows in his heart that they are none of them done 
well, but he had not lost a grain of his courage nor an atom of his 
essential self-respect. 

"I do not want to kill my people to make them good," he declared 
in a shrill voice, at which a knot of Mexicans awaiting audience in a 
far corner of the room turned questioning eyes upon me as one who 
was being roughly lectured in a tongue they did not understand. "I 
could have controlled them," he went on. "I am preparing to open 
lands to them. I am arranging employment at good wages for all 
Maderista soldiers and many other men, on public works. Does your 
government suppose that I have given no thought to conditions here, 
or that extensive plans such as mine can be carried out by magic 
in a day ? I ask of no man or government anything but a reasonable 
chance. Why is this unfriendly effort made to force me to violate 
my pledges against the shedding of blood? What influence is at 
work secretly to accomplish this injustice? Surely the United States 
has nothing to gain by making me a tyrant and a madman !** 

Many of his own countrymen chose to regard him as a mad 
man because he was so little of a tyrant. They despised Mm for 
his lack of force. Mexico needed a strong hand, they said, and 
instead with Madero she had got merely a soft heart Madero 
refused to see that absolutism alone had ever succeeded in Mexico, 
that even the great democrat Juarez, who had had himself re- 
elected three times, ruled with an iron will. 

But with opposition on every hand, Madero might yet have 
won Ms selfless battle for democratic principles if Henry Lane 
Wilson, the United States ambassador, had not tipped the bal 
ance against him. The idealist Madero had long been a thorn in 
the flest of Wilson, who seemed to be the representative of cer- 
taia Anaerkan big business interests which resented tie compe 
tition of the powerful Madero family in north Mexico. The 
president might still Shave survival the ambassaidor's animosity, 
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however, if he had followed Porfirio's dictum, "Better shed bad 
blood now than good blood later." If he had allowed Felix Diaz, 
the old dictator's nephew, and a few other formidable trouble 
makers to be executed, he might have saved himself. Felix Diaz 
had fomented a rebellion in Vera Cruz. Captured and con 
demned, his death sentence had been suspended by the tender 
hearted Madero. When he was released from prison in Mexico 
City by insurgent soldiers he became the leader of the rebellion 
that same day that General Bernardo Reyes met his death. 

All during January, under the very nose of the president, prom 
inent generals had been planning a coup d'etat. Reyes, returned 
from his diplomatic banishment in Europe and now under a 
suspended death sentence for high treason, was looking forward 
to establishing a military dictatorship "along reform lines." 

In the early morning of Sunday, February ninth, the soldiers 
of the Tacubaya barracks and the disaffected cadets from the 
military academy released Bernardo Reyes and Felix Diaz from 
their respective prisons. Reyes took command and proceeded to 
the National Palace, which he expected to capitulate without 
the firing of a shot. Gustavo Madero had dashed from Chapul- 
tepec just in time to persuade the Palace guards to give over their 
conspiracy and remain loyal to his brother. He switched the 
command to General Villar, a man of whose integrity he was 
sure. When Reyes rode forward to take over the Palace from 
supposedly friendly conspirators, he was met with a volley of fire 
that cost him his life and put his troops to flight The rebel 
soldiers retired to the Ciudadela, and there Felix Diaz became 
their leader. Villar, unfortunately, had been so badly wounded 
that the loyal command had to be passed on to another. 

When the president arrived at the Palace he put his fate in die 
hands of General Victoriano Huerta, a cunning and ruthless 
mestizo, who proved to be the prime unprincipled villain in 
Mexkan history. 

During the day Felk Diaz seized control of a greater part of 
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the city and immediately became persona grata at the American 
embassy. As soon as Huerta ascertained that Henry Lane Wilson 
would back him in treachery, he, too, turned traitor, and formed 
a pact with Felix Diaz, By agreement, Huerta was to assume the 
provisional presidency until some sort of election could be held, 
whereby Felix Diaz was to be made president and bring back 
"the good old days" of his uncle, so dear to the hearts of foreign 
investors. The deal is known as "the Pact of the Embassy." The 
ambassador explained later that his support of the traitors was 
due solely to his desire for Mexico to resume its peaceful ways as 
quickly as possible. 

For ten awful days the period is called La Decena Tragica 
the capital was thrown into the confusion and horror of civil 
strife. From a distance of a mile right across the heart of the city 
the forces in the National Palace and those in the Ciudadela bom 
barded each other. Residences and public buildings were despoiled 
in the ear-splitting cannonading. At nightfall the bombardment 
would cease by truce so that the dead could be removed. So many 
innocent civilians were killed that bodies were heaped in a pile, 
saturated with coal oil, and burned among the ruins, 

Diaz and Huerta purposely made the days as hideous as possi 
ble so that the citizens would demand peace at any price. Huerta 
got rid of troops personally loyal to the president by sending 
them into attacking positions where they could do the rebels no 
harm but where they would be slaughtered systematically. Febru 
ary eighteenth was the day selected for the final blow. Huerta, 
mistrusting Gustavo Madero's persuasive powers, beguiled him 
to lunch with him far from the National Palace. Acting all inno 
cence, he made himself unusually entertaining, while his detailed 
subordinates took possession of Francisco Madero and his vice- 
president at the Palace, When Huerta received a sign that the 
deed had been done, professing to be unarmed, he borrowed 
Gustavo's revolver for a fake meeting with a stranger requesting 
an interview. Then he arrested the unarmed Gustavo and hurried 
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him off to the Ciudadela. There Felix Diaz's soldiers insulted 
him, slashed his face open for sport, and while he pled for his 
life for the sake of his wife and children, they cold-bloodedly 
shot him. 

That evening Victoriano Huerta had a rendezvous with Felix 
Diaz and the leading followers of Reyes at the United States 
embassy. Wilson persuaded the dubious and hesitant to accept 
the provisional presidency of Huerta. Then he called in the for 
eign diplomats and explained the new set-up to them. He pre 
sented the villainous Huerta as "the savior of Mexico." In Wash 
ington, President Taft and the state department were somewhat 
nonplussed at the wording of the official telegram announcing 
the ousting of the gentle Madero. The wire said, "A wicked 
despotism has fallen." 

On the solemn promise that they and their partisans would 
be immune from further harm, Madero and his vice-president, 
Pino Suarez, had resigned. On the medal of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, given him by his mother, Huerta had sworn that Madero 
would be allowed to retire to exile. 

The fallen president expected to leave for Vera Cruz as Porfirio 
Diaz had done. His family was notified to await him at the 
railway station. They went there accordingly and waited and 
waited. But General Huerta, fearing the influence the ex-president 
might inspire in the United States in spite of his own personal 
support by the United States ambassador in Mexico hesitated to 
let him go. For three more days he held ]him prisoner in the 
National Palace. Madero's wife and several members of foreign 
legations begged Henry Lane Wilson to intercede with Huerta 
to spare Madero's life. Wilson, whose interference had been de 
cisive in the Huerta machinations, now took the lofty attitude 
that it was not his mission to interfere in Mexico's internal prob 
lems. He gave Huerta carte blanche to do what he deemed neces 
sary "for complete restoration of peace." In private he expressed 
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the opinion that Madero belonged in an insane asylum and that 
shooting wouldn't be too good for Pino Suarez. 

On the twenty-second ironically, the embassy was celebrating 
George Washington's birthday Huerta finished off his villainy 
with the murder of Madero and Pino Suarez. After dark, the 
president and vice-president were bundled hugger-mugger into 
a carriage and told they were to be transferred to the penitentiary 
"for better safety." Along the way, outside some stables, they 
were routed from the carriage and shot down "while attempting 
to escape." This is the story as it is generally written and most 
widely accepted. 

The story that is told by many responsible persons on the con 
servative side is that Huerta in his perplexity struck the table 
with his fist and cried, "What am I going to do with Madero?" 
One of his aides, standing by, took it as a call for a loyal volun 
teer* Quietly he left the room. Securing Madero and the vice- 
president, he had them taken to the basement of the palace and 
summarily shot. Then he put their dead bodies in a carriage and 
took them to the place near the penitentiary where they were 
discovered. According to this version, Huerta was extremely up 
set about his faithful dog's impetuosity, because he feared the 
martyrization would react against him. 

But in any case Ambassador Wilson professed to believe 
Huerta's story that the men had been killed by accident in an 
attempted rescue by armed friends. Brazenly he asked the United 
States government to accept the explanation and to recognize the 
Huerta administration. 

Of course, not even one Mexican moron believed such a palpa 
ble fabrication. Without debate, however, Great Britain, Spain, 
and Germany recognized the Huerta usurpation. But though 
Henry Lane Wilson had smirked over the new cabinet in which 
<me of the ministers was the attorney for a score of American 
the United States government hesitated. Even the 
President Taft, whose brother was attorney for a 
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British oil company, had grave misgivings and left the decision 
of recognition to the Democrats and Woodrow Wilson, who was 
to be inaugurated within a fortnight. 

Francisco Madero was dead at thirty-nine. Many who looked 
kindly upon his memory regarded him at best as an honest fail 
ure. Critics have written so copiously about his failures that they 
would lead one to think that he must have been in power at least 
half as long as Diaz. The truth is that Madero was president only 
from October, 1911, to February, 1913. Sixteen months were 
allotted him by fate to diagnose Mexico's case and cure her of 
a hundred diverse ills inherited from centuries of bad habits. 
And during his brief charge the patient seemed possessed to 
defy the physician and let the ulcers grow. He was not a Strong 
Man with capital letters and Mexicans do like strong men. Yet, 
as the years go by, a greater glory illumines his historical figure. 
He stood at the crossroads pointing a new direction. After Ma 
dero, Mexico could never settle back completely to its wonted 
ways of beds of plush and contrasting beds of nettles. His failure 
came of his magnanimity and because he lived up to his demo 
cratic creed, which made him respect the free action of other men. 
But for all his Christ-like compassion he was not the fool and 
the weakling his detractors pretend. He saw clearly that political 
revolution had to come before any kind of agrarian or social 
revolution. His chief principle of "free suffrage, no re-election" 
it was not new was the only effective one to win adherents 
among a host of former Diaz supporters who would have de 
nounced any radical reforms. Madero was the tender idealist who 
rushed in where hardened generals feared to tread. It took some 
such frail apostle to defeat the most formidable dictator of the 
age. 

The scholarly Andres Molina Ennquez, leader of the radical 
agrarians who forsook Madero in 1912, was to write his vindica 
tion in 1930, four years before Cardenas: "The government of 
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Madero . , . should be considered the most agrarian that we 
have had. It lasted a year, and if it had lasted the four of his term, 
the agrarian problem would probably have been solved. The great 
masses of the nation have always thought so, and for this reason 
they weep at the tomb of Madero." 



17. Avenging Winds from the North 

"Most men come down lil(e cattle and will not 
be remembered either for the good or for the 
evil. But this you must fyiow for certain, that 
this is not the true inheritance of man: Man 
was created to be a precious thing in this 
world, and a precious thing in the world to 
come. The problem is just this if he is willing 
to win for himself the inheritance he was cre 
ated to possess." 

THE KING'S MIRROR (THIRTEENTH: CENTURY) 

The counter-revolution, which had been welcomed with Te 
Deums in the churches, was straining to begin business in the 
good old Porfirian way. But the martyrdom of Madero did not 
restore order to the wretched land. Instead, like a ghost of venge 
ance, rebellion rose up within three days. Venustiano Carranza, 
governor of Coahuila, openly declared against Huerta's self- 
appointed government* And before many months four future 
presidents Carranza, Obregon, de la Huerta, and Calles were 
fighting against the usurper in one army called the Army of the 
Constitutionalists. 

The American ambassador, Henry Lane Wilson, was to see 
nemesis overtake those who wished Madero out of the way. The 
man he had assisted to power was a sinister scoundrel whose 
talents lay principally in intrigue and battle cunning. Yet he had 
not only the support of the American embassy and American 
business, but that of the Catholic church, the landowners, and 
most of the army officers. The British colony led by Lord Cow- 
dray, the millionaire oil magnate, professed to see remarkable 
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abilities in the half-blooded Huichol Indian, who was a notorious 
dipsomaniac. The newly arrived British minister, Sir Lionel 
Garden, made much of him. But the few honest men in the 
Mexican congress who still hoped to get through reforms for 
the relief of the common man resigned in despair. 

From the first, Huerta's entire energies were bent on building 
up a military machine powerful enough to crush his enemies. 
In governmental affairs the dictator tolerated no criticism. Several 
persons who openly defied him were murdered by hired assassins. 
At one blow a hundred and ten congressmen were imprisoned 
for daring to protest against the assassination of a fellow member, 
whose dead body was found bullet-riddled in a ditch in Coyoacan. 

Huerta soon discovered that the boresome business of state 
administration interfered with his enjoyment of the fruits of vic 
tory. So he rarely allowed himself to be caught at the National 
Palace. Foreign envoys had to flag him down on the boulevards 
or search Him out in some bar, if they wanted an audience. He 
professed to think more clearly after swilling cognac. Ministers 
and lesser dignitaries when they were lucky enough to catch 
him were forced to do business at some saloon table over brandy 
bottles. Often, when the president was located, he was in too 
sodden a state of intoxication to focus his eyes or his attention. 
At night he would occasionally summon his ministers to a hide 
out in the suburbs, where, riotously drunk and full of song, sur 
rounded by bizarre and dubious-looking companions, he would 
proceed to affairs of state. 

Because of the brutality and chicanery of his military rule, 
plus his support from the church and foreign capital, Victoriano 
Huerta remained in power for seventeen months, one month 
longer rhan had Madero. He had soon lost the support of the 
American embassy, however, because ten days after Madero's 
murder another Wilson of a very different caliber became Presi 
dent of die United States. Woodrow Wilson was no more fooled 
fay Ho^ry Lane Wilson than he was by Huerta. The former was 
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recalled, and the latter was never recognized by the United States 
government. President Wilson had admired Madero's integrity 
and was in full sympathy with his ideals. He refused recognition 
of the Huerta government on three grounds: The fate of Madero, 
the failure of Huerta to hold a real election, and the palpable 
fact that Huerta controlled only a small part of Mexico. 

Through the London press, the British undertook to chide 
President Wilson for his chill attitude toward the Mexican 
usurper. And European bankers rallied to lend Huerta sixteen 
million pesos at a usurious rate when the United States refused 
to lend him a centavo. 

Despite the British rebukes, which further endeared the British 
interests to Huerta at the expense of American capital, Woodrow 
Wilson remained uncompromising toward the usurpation. He 
expressed the belief that foreign concessions in Mexico were the 
root of revolutions. He pointed out that when foreign interests 
dominated domestic affairs conditions became critical, and that 
there could never be any peace in Mexico so long as the president 
was put in by one set of concessionaires, while another set out 
of favor was striving to pull down the government and establish 
another. He went further and declared, "Huerta must go." 

It was what Mexicans were saying in every state in the republic, 
though in many places they only whispered the words that might 
too easily prove mortal if the Huerta spies overheard them. In the 
north they were more bold, where Carranza's army, under the 
command of Alvaro Obregon, a rancher and ex-imdiioist, was 
winning successive victories. 

On the night of March thirteenth, the bandit general, Pancho 
Villa, who had escaped from prison into Texas, swam his horse 
back across the Rio Grande into Chihuahua with a rebel army 
of eight cow-punchers. By superlative bravado and a gift of ruse 
lie began taking towns and collating troops. Huerta tried to buy 
him off with a check for ioo^xx> pesos and the rank of divisional 
But ViUa osnteieptuously spumed the bribes, inviting 
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Huerta to "swill up the cash in aguardiente" and pointing out 
that his rank was higher than any Huerta could bestow; was 
he not already Supreme Commander of Free Men? When Huerta 
got rid of the progressive governor of Chihuahua by having him 
thrown under a moving train, Villa became undisputed leader 
in that northern state. His army grew with the impetuosity of a 
desert sandstorm, and the federals fell and retreated before him. 

In the late fall of 1913 the United States State Department 
warned Americans to leave Mexico. A fleet of American gun 
boats was sent to cruise about in the Caribbean off the Mexican 
coast. In February of the next year the government removed the 
restriction against shipping arms across the border, and the forces 
opposing Huerta soon had all they needed. Huerta had been get 
ting plentiful arms from Europe. 

In April there occurred one of the most unfortunate episodes 
in the relations between the neighboring republics. Some Ameri 
can marines from the gunboat Dolphin tied up at a wharf in 
Tampico, the oil town, to procure gasoline. Because the place 
was within prohibited area, they were arrested by Huerta soldiers. 
Later they were released with apologies. But the admiral in com 
mand of the United States ships in the vicinity demanded a more 
ostentatious apology, a naval salute. Huerta said he would give 
the order only if the Americans promised to return the salute 
gun for gun. While the question was being hotly debated, the 
rebels ran the federalists out of Tampico. 

On April twenty-first, when news came that a German ship 
was approaching Vera Cruz with a full cargo of machine guns 
and ammunition, President Wilson ordered Josephus Daniels, 
secretory of the navy, to seize Vera Cruz to keep the ship from 
landing. In the seizure almost two hundred Mexicans were 
killed and sixteen American marines. Though President Wilson 
had given the order only to bring about Huerta's downfall 
quickly and so end the chaos in Mexico, his action created pro 
found mistrust throughout all Latin America, Many revolution- 
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aries, including Carranza, condemned the impulsive gesture as 
a violation of Mexico's sovereign entity. Huerta tried to unite 
the nation behind him now by blatantly threatening to recapture 
Texas and to substitute the Mexican eagle for the American eagle 
on Washington's capitol. But Villa sent Washington indirect 
word that Huerta should not be allowed "to use his satanic abili 
ties to start a war with the United States." 

However much publicly the rebels denounced President Wil 
son's well-intentioned but danger-charged move to help them, 
they made good use of the munitions pouring across the border. 
Some of the money to pay for them came from haciendas Car- 
ranza divided up and sold in the north. Some came from the 
Madero family, who reputedly gave a million dollars in gold to 
avenging the murders of Francisco and Gustavo. 

As Villa with his "Army of the North" and Carranza with 
his "Army of the Constitutionalists" gathered momentum in 
their oblique southward drives, it became a race to see which 
would reach the National Palace first. With the two armies 
converging on the capital like a V-shaped wedge and Zapata's 
"Agrarian Army" circling up from the south, Huerta packed his 
bags. On July fifteenth he took the fugitive train for Vera Cruz. 
On a German boat he sailed to Spain, The next year he recrossed 
the Atlantic and entered the United States. He went to Texas, 
where immigration authorities arrested him. He was charged 
with "inciting a revolution in Mexico while on United States 
soil." Before his trial was called he died in the El Paso prison. 
It was rumored that he was killed by a vengeful fellow country 
man. 

The federal troops in the capital surrendered by telegram on 
August tenth, 1914. General Obregon entered the city five days 
later and took possession for the First Chief of the Constitution 
alist Army, as Carranza entitled himself. 

Almost as soon as Carranza was settled in the National Palace 
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as provisional ruler., Obregon had to turn back north to mediate 
with Villa. For Carranza and Villa had immediately begun bark 
ing threats and accusations at each other. Villa had been halted 
in his march on Mexico City when Carranza cut off his coal 
supplies, and he swore diabolical vengeance. The mediators 
agreed that Carranza should retain power only until an election 
could be held. But complete peace was not to be in the interim. 
Obregon now had to rush to Sonora to settle a new civil war 
that was breaking out. Then he returned to the capital to inform 
Carranza he was not to be the next president. Carranza was 
surly and bided his time. Obregon doubled back to finish nego 
tiations with Villa. 

When he arrived this time, the burly bad man was in a furious 
mood. He announced that Obregon was to be shot at once. With 
cool logic the genial Obregon remonstrated. Such an action 
would besmirch Villa's honor and prestige. The ruffian patriot 
saw the point, dismissed the firing squad, ordered a fine dinner, 
and burst into tears. "Pancho Villa does not kill defenseless men," 
he declared emotionally, "and least of all, thee, little comrade, 
who art my guest." 

But when Obregon and his aides took the first train out the 
next morning, they had not gone far when the Supreme Com 
mander of Free Men decided he had better finish off his parting 
guest after all. He telegraphed to have the train stopped and 
he sent a squad of killers in swift pursuit. Obregon and his 
staff, suspecting the cause of the halt, rushed to the engine, 
seized control, speeded up, and effected their own rescue just as 
in a motion-picture thriller. 



i8. Whose Chair? 

"Villa? Obregon? Carranza? What's the dif 
ference? I love the revolution li\e a volcano 
in eruption; 1 love the volcano, because if 3 a 
volcano, the revolution, because it's the revo- 
lution! What do I care about the stones left 
above or below after the cataclysm? What are 
they to me?" 

7 MARIANO AZUELA 

A convention to decide who should be elected president was 
held at Aguascalientes in October. It was hoped that civil war 
might be forestalled by the right choice. But the meeting was 
at cross-purposes from the beginning, marked by plot and coun 
terplot, with a few fervent reformers vainly expounding social 
istic doctrines. While Carranza sat glurn and aloof in Mexico, 
contemptuous of the whole proceedings, Villa gained ascendancy. 
He surrounded Aguascalientes with his troops and made a great 
show of his strength. He amazed the delegates with a spectacular 
review of his magnificent Dorado cavalry. When a serious dead 
lock came between the opposing factions. Villa melodramatically 
offered to commit suicide, if Carranza would do the same. Fin 
ally, when Carranza did not rise to the bait, the convention com 
promised on General Eulalio Gutierrez as provisional president. 
Honest and able enough, Gutierrez lacked the dominating per 
sonality and the necessary heavy artillery which Mexico was 
wont to demand of a leader. As the meeting broke up, the dele 
gates began choosing sides in the inevitable civil war, 

Obregon decided to stick by Carranza. Villa's army, which 
now called itself the "Army of the Convention," shortly began 
its march on tie capital, accompanied by the provisional prest 
os 
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dent. As Villa drew near, Carranza withdrew his government 
and his forces to Vera Cruz, which the United States Marines 
had conveniently evacuated. The presidential chair was left with 
out a sitter. 

Before Villa could get to the capital, however, Zapata with 
his horde of peons arrived from the south to take possession. 
The citizens were more terrified than they had been in these 
last two exciting years of horror and flight. They expected to 
be burned out or murdered in their beds. For the Zapatistas had 
been depicted as the most savage of all the cutthroats. Zapata 
was compared by the press to Attila. But, wonderful to relate, 
when the swarthy little commander occupied the city, November 
twenty-fifth, 1914, there was quiet and order. Shopkeepers and 
townspeople had hastily barred their doors and hidden their valu 
ables where they could. But Zapata's men made no attempt to 
rob private shops. They did not even force their charity. Fear- 
shaken householders would hear a humble knock at their door 
and on opening would find a simple countryman, with hat in 
hand, asking politely for a little bread. Horses, however, were 
loot of another color, and they were promptly appropriated from 
any stable in which they could be found. A well-known Mexican 
polo player saved his entire string of ponies by bedding them 
for the duration of the occupation in a rented dwelling house 
next door to his own place. At night he sneaked food to them 
through a hole cut out in the masonry and concealed with 
thick, transplanted shrubbery. 

As the peasant invaders stood ragged guard in the brocaded 
elegance of government buildingSj they kept on their straw 
sombreros. From time to time they would walk up to the great 
gilt-framed mirrors and make shy grimaces at themselves. Offi 
cers in rag-tag uniforms regaled themselves by riding up and 
down the elevators in childish glee. In their rural innocence a 
group $f Zapatistas valiantly charged a fire engine, which was 
rosiiipg with brazen clangor to answer an alarm. They thought 
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it must be some new instrument of warfare, With their rifles 
they picked off the unlucky and astounded firemen as neatly as 
if they had been jumping jack-rabbits. 

When Pancho Villa arrived in December, he conferred with 
Zapata at Xochimilco. The bandit conqueror from the north and 
the farmer conqueror from the south came to an agreement and 
made a spectacular double entry into the capital, riding on horse 
back down the Paseo to the National Palace. The boulevard was 
jammed with watchers; even the most timid ventured forth to 
see the sight. The expansive Villa in his general's outfit towered 
high above Zapata, but the small-boned little fellow from the 
south far outshone the blustering giant in glory. He wore a 
charro suit with elaborate silver buttons parading up and down 
his tight trousers, and on his head was an enormous white som 
brero so garnished with silver braid that it shone like a magnifi 
cent full moon in the morning sunlight. His white charger was 
so superb that foe and friend alike sighed over his matchless 
beauty. Though the notorious big bad man grinned from ear 
to ear and bowed as if all the applause were for himself alone, 
the little man in the twenty-gallon hat stole the show. 

At the National Palace, just for the fun of it, Villa threw his 
great bulk into the presidential chair crowned with the winged 
eagle in gold leaf, and posed for photographers, first in one posi 
tion and then another, smiling with expansive satisf action which 
ever way he sat. In a more humble chair at his left curled the 
wide-eyed tense Zapata, almost hidden behind his massive hat 
and looking as ill at ease as a woods animal caught in city traffic. 

The presidential chair of Mexico was no easy or secure seat* 
Within the brief period between September, 1914 and February, 
1915, the possession of the capital and the chair changed hands 
six times. Whenever there was a switch in control, arrests and 
executions followed as in the days of the French Revolution. 
Prominent men had to be very nimble with their legs or tfaeir 
tongues not to be shot for treason. Reprisals begat worse reprisals. 
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For a stretch of years conditions were so explosive that Mexico 
came to be called "the land where peace breaks out once in a 
while," The wife of the American charge d'affaires wrote: "Post 
ing a letter may mean literally going to the cannon's mouth." 

What the citizens had expected from the Zapatistas they got 
in choking measure from the villista generals. A saturnalia of 
debauchery and thieving held the city in appalling thralldom, 
while Villa made the provisional president, Gutierrez, a virtual 
prisoner, surrounding him with a "bodyguard" of two thou 
sand soldiers. Soon most of the honest-purposed men who had 
supported Villa at the convention had sneaked off to hideouts. 
In his conceit, believing himself now invincible, Villa turned his 
fierce energies to amours. He took his women where he found 
them, and almost created a crisis with France by abducting a 
young hotel cashier who happened to be a French citizen. In 
broad noon, before the gaping populace, the Supreme Com 
mander of Free Men carried the struggling girl out of the hotel 
and dumped her into his car. 

While Pancho Villa was cutting such undignified capers in 
the capital, Carranza was carrying on his own government at 
Vera Cruz and for the first time in his life was ready to take 
advice. Though his majestic figure, set off with a venerable white 
beard, gave his presence something of the distinction of a Viking 
chieftain, Venustiano Carranza was really a "stuffed shirt." His 
patriarchal appearance, together with his tremendous powers of 
endurance he could ride hard for days without showing fatigue 
made some men take him at his own consummate valuation 
of himself. But at base he was uninspired. In his notorious tenac 
ity (inherited from a good Basque ancestry) he was akin to the 
Indian democrat, Juarez; but in nothing else. He had no apos 
tolic mission like Madero. His real passion was not to uplift 
Ae downtrodden masses, but to attain a kind of paternalistic 
power like that Diaz had possessed. He could not abide any 
with his will. Several times already he had told 
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the United States government he was not interested in alien 
advice. And what he desired most from his own people was 
simply obedience. But since he had found himself evicted from 
the capital, he was willing for expediency's sake to listen to the 
counsel of wiser men. Obregon and Luis Cabrera advised him 
to make a definite swing to the left. From Vera Cniz, Carranza 
promulgated a series of reform decrees, the most significant one 
dealing with the agrarian problem. In the meantime, Obregon 
won for him the support of the industrial laborers by promises 
and bargaining. By force of circumstances the Revolution now 
began to bear some constructive reality. 

As sporadic fighting continued, intrenched local wealth and 
American business in Mexico simultaneously became dubious 
of Carranza and began to look with favor on the fantastic Villa 
as one easier to handle. There were rumors that Villa would 
be recognized by the United States government in exchange for 
the gift of Lower California. With the bandit chieftain in com 
plete control in the capital and almost two-thirds of the country, 
it did look for a while as if he were the "strong man of Mexico," 
no matter how he behaved personally. While Wall Street urged 
Villa's recognition, Obregoa shrewdly built up the Carranza 
popularity at home by proclaiming him as the real revolutionary 
and Villa as a secret tool of reaction. 

As Villa continued to cavort among the primroses on gaudy 
paths of dalliance, Obregon gave the vUli&a forces a thorough 
trouncing at Puebla. Then he marched swiftly over the moun 
tain to take possession of Mexico City. Villa hastily withdrew to 
the north, and Zapata slipped back south. People everywhere 
were kept on the move, feeing for their lives from hacienda to 
town, from besieged town to mountain refuge. Crops were 
neglected. Fields grew rank with weeds. Marauders roaioed and 
ranged, raiding towlis and holding up carriages and wagons. A 
passenger took his life in his hands on any railroad journey in 
1914-15. TTiotigh Mexkans love guns and cannon, they have as 
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especial passion for dynamite, and now they indulged it freely 
by blowing up trains. In 1915 typhus in virulent form broke out. 
In 1916 the peso dropped to two cents. Some foodstuffs advanced 
over a thousand per cent. In the empty markets of the capital 
dressed alley cats sold for thirty pesos. 

Obregon had to work with terrific energy to save the distressed 
city from actual starvation. He endeavored to stop hoarding, and 
cioled out rations to the poor. He caused emergency taxes to be 
levied on the merchants and on the church. When the church 
refused payment, Obregon conscripted one hundred and eighty 
priests for armed service. The upper classes openly cursed the 
r&nchcro Obregon and the haccndado Carranza and prayed 
piously for the success of Villa, the roughneck. 

When the capital was once more set in temporary order and 
Carranza was again established in the National Palace, Obregon 
decided to settle the contention with Villa once and forever if 
possible. He marched his army as far as Celaya. There he set 
tip his defenses. Having made an intense study of modern meth 
ods of warfare, he utilized miles of barbed wire and had trenches 
dug as was being done in the great war raging in Europe. In the 
front trenches he stationed the straight-shooting Yaqui Indians 
with their fearless wives and steady-nerved offspring beside them 
to reload the rifles. Of all the Indians in Mexico the little, well- 
knit Yaquis from Sonora have ever been the most terrific fighters. 
They liked the brave and simpdtico Obregon, who knew he 
could depend on them to the last death. But he put his main 
dependence in lines of machine guns, plentifully supplied with 
ammunition and arranged in a half loop. 

Villa made the mistake of attacking. With vaunting bravado 
he ordered his hitherto invincible cavalry forward, all singing 
the lusty La Cucaracha. For three horrific April days Villa sent 
his horsemen charging the barbed-wire entanglements. The im 
paled beasts and men were slaughtered by the machine guns and 
dbe Yaquis* quick, sure aim. Obregon won a decisive battle. But 
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he exposed himself too courageously and his right arm was shat 
tered by a grenade. 

Villa saved his skin, but when he fled he lost everything else. 
Obregon deliberately coursed the bloody tracks of Villa's troops, 
even before the wound of his own amputated arm had properly 
healed. Thrice Villa turned to give battle, and thrice his forces 
were cut to pieces. His spell broken, his army began to wither 
away like frost-bitten bean-plants. Each day desertions dimin 
ished his ranks, until there was nothing left that might be called 
an army. Villa was not only deserted, but he was tricked and 
robbed by his own men. At last, riding alone, he returned to 
old, familiar haunts in Chihuahua, where friends of his outlaw 
days still revered him as a kind of Robin Hood. Pancho Villa's 
fabulous career had come full circle. He was back where he 
started. But twice again he was to flare as a climactic trouble 
maker. 

President Wilson formally recognized the Carranza govern 
ment in October, 1915. This dispensation meant no more guns 
and bullets across the border for Villa. The former Supreme 
Commander of Free Men brooded furiously for a while and then 
he decided to smack Uncle Sam across the face. In January his 
men held up a train, lined up the seventeen American passen 
gers, and shot them down one by one. The incident did not 
bring on a war with the United States; so he determined on a 
more spectacular and provoking feat. In March he made his 
notorious raid on Columbus, New Mexico, and shot up the little 
border town, again killing seventeen American citizens. Indigna 
tion was so hot and high in the United States that, with voices 
clamoring for intervention, President Wilson felt impelled to do 
something drastic. He ordered General Pershing to take ten 
thousand troops and capture Villa dead, if he could not bring 
him back alive. 

With semiring planes and artillery to supplement cavalry and 
infantry, Pershing's caravan set off across the desert of Chihuahua 
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in pursuit of a wily will-o'-the-wisp. Accompanied by carloads 
of journalists to satisfy the newspaper readers at home, the sol 
diers trailed Villa by the horses his men had ridden to death 
and abandoned, to the delight of the buzzards. Sometimes they 
lost the trail in blinding sandstorms, and cursed and spit sand 
and cried it out of their stinging eyes. They went two hundred 
and seventy miles before they actually caught up with Villa's 
forces, which had now swelled because of Mexican resentment 
against the punitive Yankees. They routed the Mexicans, but 
Villa escaped. They chased him seven thousand feet up into the 
snow, where winds cut like razors. All through the rest of 1916 
the man hunt went on, the Americans following false rumors 
and twice barely escaping ambush. 

An ominous friction rose between Mexico and the United 
States. Carranza began protesting in strong language against the 
"invasion and violation of sovereignty." Finally, his military 
leaders, though sworn foes of Villa, notified General Pershing 
that if he advanced a mile farther he would meet with federal 
armed resistance. Despite the United States State Department's 
assurances that there would be no intervention, Carranza began 
to concentrate troops along the northern border. The American 
National Guard was sent to line up opposite them. At the be 
ginning of July war was imminent. The United States govern 
ment again advised all its citizens to leave Mexico. But nothing 
untoward happened in the next six months of futile searching, 
and on January second, 1917, Pershing was ordered to give up 
the chase. There was a more significant mission for him in 
Europe. 

On February fifth, the punitive expedition came home after 
eleven months o ranging. It had been a failure in every respect. 
It had cost the United States not only $130^000^000, but losses in 
friendship and prestige. Every faction in Mexico resented it 
Carranza was more surly than ever about any proposal the United 
Stales made thereafter, and his pro-German sympathies grew. 
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Hunters had never had less fun, whereas the chief hunted had 
apparently enjoyed himself hugely. But Villa had failed to bring 
on a war with the United States, which by his exasperating high 
jinks he seemed bent on inciting. While the Americans turned 
their bellicose energies to the conflagration in Europe, Villa 
continued for a while to play the dashing hit-and-run marauder 
among his own people. In some towns he paused long enough 
to burn out the eyes of persons alleged to have aided General 
Pershing, and once he permitted his bored officers the diversion 
of tearing harmless Chinese shopkeepers asunder by roping them 
between four horses and then whipping the horses off in four 
different directions. 

After a few years of making a mortal nuisance of himself, the 
old rapscallion was seduced into pastoral quietude when a high 
official presented him with a handsome estate in Durango. Here 
soon he seemed to take as much pride in showing off his tractor 
at work as he once did in reviewing his magnificent Dorado 
cavalry, He professed to be completely in love with private citi 
zenship. He babbled enthusiastically of the school he had built 
for his laborers' little ones. His conversation again became emo 
tional about the dream in his heart for uplifting the downtrod 
den. But in the summer of 1923 he was assassinated. While on 
his way into a nearby town for supplies, with two bodyguards, 
his car was riddled with bullets from an ambush and he died 
with his boots on. Supposedly, he was killed to prevent his rush 
ing into public life again to oppose the presidential candidacy 
of his bitter enemy. General Plutarco filias Calles. His funeral 
was without a touch of pomp. The stirring cry of Viva 
was never again to roose the rabble, except in folksong. 



19. A Great Constitution Is Born 

"The people have been mocked in their hopes" 

EMELIANO ZAPATA 

To hold his power, Carranza had seemed willing to go to almost 
any length, except to truckle to the United States government. 
Like Diaz, he permitted strategic people who were useful to him 
to graft so outrageously that malicious wits substituted a coined 
verb "to Carranza" for the verb "to steal" and the public glee 
fully took it up. Though the president himself had no need to 
steal he was already well-to-do and his social position was supe 
rior to that of his closest lieutenants his government was pal 
pably corrupt. But Carranza knew that if he precipitously checked 
theft and the spoils of victory he might be thrown out of office. 
He could be powerfully scrupulous in his defense of Mexican 
sovereignty, however. His enemies might call t him the most 
obscene names in the Mexican vocabulary, but they invariably 
admitted that "Old Whiskers" could handle the international 
situation. They praised him as "a patriot who could save the 
nation from the Yankees." Now he was to be tested as a patriot 
who could save the nation from the Mexicans. 

Pershing's punitive expedition had whipped up a surge of na 
tionalism and made the Mexican populace eager for anti-foreign 
and anti-conservative legislation. When a convention met in 
November of 1916, to revise the constitution of 1857, such radical 
iBeasures as were passed might not have been devised and ac 
cepted if there had been no invasion from the north. 

The delegates met at Queretaro in the old Iturbide Theater, 
where Maximilian had been condemned to death. For seventy 
dap die new constitution was abornin*. Carranza himself had 
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laboriously prepared a mild document with the emphasis on 
political, not social, reform. But some delegates were determined 
that the constitution should do justice to laborer and peasant 
Qbregon, with his mildly progressive views, his seasoned com 
mon sense and his wide popularity, added potent weight to the 
force of the left-wingers. 

When the constitution finally emerged on February fifth, 1917 
the very day the last American soldier marched out of Mexico 
it proved to be one of the most important documents of mod 
ern times. By its articles it purposed to transform Mexico's social 
structure. It was a magnificent victory for the underprivileged 
and for .the independent nationalism of Mexico on paper. 
Though successive presidents and supreme court justices have 
wrangled mightily over the interpretation of the various sub 
headings of its articles, the constitution has remained a standard 
for testing every individual act of each government that fol 
lowed. 

The hero of the constitution was a youngish revolutionary 
general, Francisco Mugica, born the son of a rural schoolmaster 
in Michoacan. Stocky, strong-jawed, with disciplined dynamic 
energy, Mugica was the mainspring of the convention from the 
beginning. He had studied the Indian problem in the ncrth and 
in the middle of Mexico and in Tabasco. He had come to the 
convention fired with intelligent and practical ideals of reform 
and the determination to put his ideas into concrete measures. 
Mugica had the unofficial aid of the brilliant Molina Enncjuez, 
who worked with him in committee, though the latter was not 
an official delegate. 

Around four articles controversy has raged, and by these same 
four Mexico has made its chief radical gains. The two most 
famous sections were Article 27 and Article 123, Article 27 coo- 
cemed division of land and the property rights of Mexican citi 
zens and foreigners. Article 123 is generally referred to as labor's 
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Magna Carta. Next in significance were Articles 3 and 130 
which dealt with education and the church. 

By Article 27 the state was to own all the subsoil wealth and 
have the control of water. Oil and mineral concessions to for 
eigners were to be limited. No foreigner could own land in a 
prohibited zone thirty miles from the seacoast and within sixty 
miles of the border. Such expropriation as was necessary for the 
public welfare could be demanded. 

Section i (e) of Article 27 stated precisely: "The nation's own 
ership of waters and minerals is direct and imprescriptible; only 
the 'right of exploitation' of the nation's waters and subsoil may 
be conceded to private parties, and that only on the condition 
that the resources be regularly developed and the right legally 
exercised." 

Section 2 (i) decreed: "Only Mexicans by birth or naturaliza 
tion and Mexican companies have the right to acquire ownership 
in lands, waters and their appurtenances or to obtain concessions 
to develop mines, waters, or mineral fuels in the Republic of 
Mexico. The nation may grant the same right to foreigners, pro 
vided they agree to be considered Mexicans in respect of such 
property, and accordingly not to involve the protection of their 
government in respect of the same." 

Section 2 (2) decreed that: "Churches shall have no legal 
capacity to acquire, hold or administer real property or loans 
on real property/ 5 

Besides thus dealing with foreign investors and the church, 
Article 27 set up "Principles and Procedures for the Solution 
of the Agrarian Problem." It established the meaning of ejido 
"the waters^ woods and lands which the village may need." It 
^estjed the title of ejidos in the village as a whole. It decreed that 
milages which had been deprived of their lands should have 
ffie fends restored. 

Hie kw farther provided that the nation should undertake to 
rfje puUk lauds and waters alienated under the Diaz 



A Great Constitution Is Born 257 

regime in prejudice of the public interest All cjido lands taken 
from the Indian villages since the Juarez administration were 
to be restored. The land hunger of independent peasants was 
to be satisfied by taking acreage from the haciendas and compen 
sating the owners with government bonds. 
. Article 27 brought a howl from all conservative elements 
foreign big business, the oil and mining companies, the large 
estate owners, and the church. Article 123 also dismayed capital, 
for it was designed to give Mexican labor a fair deal. It legalized 
the right of workers to form unions, to bargain collectively, and 
to strike. It established an eight-hour working day with double 
pay for overtime. It provided compensation for accident or occu 
pational disease. It abolished labor for children under twelve. 
It provided special protection for women workers; no heavy 
work during the last three months of pregnancy and a month's 
leave of absence with pay following childbirth. Large industries 
were obligated to provide schools for employees' children. No 
man's children could be henceforth held liable for his debts. 

Article 3 was devised principally against the Catholic church's 
influence in education, which Diaz had allowed to assume a pre- 
Juarez emphasis, Public education was to become strictly a gov 
ernment function. Any but secular primary education was de 
clared illegal. By Article 130 there were to be no more foreign 
priests in Mexico. Henceforth all priests were required to register 
with the civil authorities. To the various state legislatures was 
granted the power to limit the number of priests within their 
jurisdictioo. 

"Mexico, in theory at any rate," as Eyler Simpson said, 
"achieved at oee bound what many other countries have been 
struggling step by step to obtain." It is one of Mexico's many 
little ironies that the conservative Carranza the nearest in spirit 
of all subsequent presidents to Porfirio Diaz should have been 
the chief executive when the famous reform constitution of 1917 
was passed. Forces wkfa which fee had no sympathy aad whiek 
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he could not even comprehend carried the day. But though he 
was persuaded to make use of the political strategy of reform, 
he purposed to handle the reform measures in his own dictatorial 
way. Of course, Carranza might have sabotaged the whole thing. 
It adds greatly to his stature that no matter how sour he felt 
towards various articles, he let the constitution pass with its full 
radical measures. 

Amid wild enthusiasm, those of the masses who were literate 
read of the new constitution as if the millennium would come 
with the dawn. But Carranza considered the Revolution accom 
plished merely with his formal inauguration in March. He pre 
pared to brush aside the "fanciful" ideas of the constitution and 
revert to the good old days after his own fashion. As a sop to 
the radicals, however, 48,000 families out of the millions of the 
land-hungry received land. Though Carranza expropriated vast 
tracts of private property from his enemies, only 450,000 acres 
were distributed among the people. Many single individuals still 
owned considerably more territory than the redivided total. As 
for labor, Carranza had no notion of letting the industrial workers 
get uppity. When an electricians* strike occurred in Mexico City, 
he called it treason, and the leader was sentenced to death. 
Though the condemned man was reprieved, many another 
striker about the country was lynched. In general, the new rights 
accorded workers were as ignored as if they had never been 
inscribed in the constitution. 

Back in Morelos was Zapata, watching and waiting, with faint 
faith in Carranza's good intentions. He signed an open letter to 
die president in which he accused him of trying to convert the 
Revolution into a movement for his own gain and that of his 
little group of friends. "It has never crossed your mind/* he de 
clared bitterly, "that the Revolution was for the benefit of the 
masses, for that great legion of the oppressed which you aroused 
witii your preachings. The ejidos have not been returned to the 
tillages . , nor have lands been distributed to the workers, the 
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poor peasants and those truly in need . . . Your soldiers steal 
seeds, cattle and work-animals; in the small towns, they burn 
and loot the homes of humble citizens; and in the cities they 
speculate with the grain they have stolen." His stinging accusa 
tions were crowned by the cry, 'The people have been mocked 
in their hopes." 

So Zapata, a communist who had never read of communism, 
kept up his fight for the rights of the poor. His ragged army 
rallied again and again to the most stirring of all the Revolution's 
slogans: "Men of the South! It is better to die on your feet than 
to live on your knees." That was the voice of Zapata speaking 
from the heart, though he was hardly sufficiently literate himself 
to pen the words that were to become world-famous. 

To still the accusing utterance and to break forever the peas 
ants' revolt in Morelos, Carranza sent General Pablo Gonzalez 
into the sugar state. Gonzalez indulged in an orgy of earth- 
scorching. He burned down the miserable huts of innocent coun 
try folk, hanged and tortured non-combatants. Worst of all, he 
destroyed their meager makeshift farm implements. But no fury 
or havoc could break the power of Zapata. At last the jefe 
was caught by a devilish trick in which Col. Jesus Guajardo 
pretended to be converted to the agrarian side, and cold-bloodedly 
shot down a detachment of his own troops to prove it. Zapata 
was deceived. He consented to confer with the federal, who was 
to render him great assistance. He went for a rendezvous to a 
certain hacienda. With his visionary eyes aglow with his mis 
sion, he rode into the great courtyard to a flourish of welcom 
ing bugles. He was met with a blaze of riSe fire. Zapata died 
literally on his feet, "still fighting for agrarian justice two years 
after Article 27 of the 1917 constitution had made laad distri 
bution a part of the basic law." 

To prove that he and all he stood for were dead, the leader's 
mangled body was brought by muleback and displayed in the 
town of Cuauda on April tenth, 1919. But to the peasants who 
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passed worshipfully by the bier the dead commander was meta 
morphosed into a deity. Though his wretched armies dispersed, 
his influence remained like an enduring light, and within a few 
years the peasants legally received the land they suffered so to 
obtain. 

Carranza, who had become more and more unpopular with 
most factions, because of his stubbornness and conceit, deter 
mined not to relinquish control when his term was up. He 
dared not go so far as to stand for re-election, but he selected 
as his puppet successor a mediocrity who was currendy the 
Mexican ambassador in Washington. The vast majority of the 
people wanted Obregon for president, the man without whom 
Carranza could never have reached the National Palace. For all 
of his natural amiability, Obregon had not been able to endure 
Carranza's petulance and domineering ways and his heavy in 
telligence, so he had retired from the earlier intimacy with the 
chief. To keep from being cheated, Obregon's indignant friends 
decided swiftly on revolution. The leader was Adolfo de la 
Huerta, governor of Sonora. His second was the able Plutarco 
EKas Calles. Both men had fought for Carranza under Obregon. 
Their cue came when the president sent federal troops into 
Sonora to break a railroad employees' strike. The revolutionists, 
claiming violation of state's rights, demanded the removal of 
Carranza and the appointment of a provisional president until 
a proper election could be held. As the rebellious bands from 
the north came south with a great singing, their army swelled 
into a tidal wave of allegiance to Obregon. 

Carranza had ever known how queasy was his tenancy in the 
presidential chair. To defend it, under the somber dignity of his 
frock coat he had invariably carried concealed a long, black 
pistoL But when the hour came it did not save him, A single 
weapon cmild not halt a tidal wave. Realizing that he must 
Jfee, but hardly knowing which way to run, Carranza tele- 
to General Guadalupe Sanchez, to whom he had been 
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as generous as a doting parent. The commander at Vera Cruz 
replied by wire: "President and father, though everyone else 
betray you, I shall not. If but one man remain loyal to you, I 
am that man." 

The fugitive train for Vera Cruz was ordered prepared or, 
rather, twenty-one trains were readied, for this flight was to be on 
the grand scale. Not only were the few real friends like the in- 
corruptibly loyal Francisco Urquizo to accompany the president, 
but a group of self-seeking politicians as well as the cabinet, the 
supreme court and some of the congressmen. Twenty thousand 
soldiers came along to protect the public servants and the quan 
tities of gold pieces and treasure variously estimated at between 
twenty-seven and a hundred million. 

The flight began as a comedy of errors and confusions, and 
ended in disaster and tragedy. The trains were attacked shortly 
after they left the capital Their artillery was lost; four trains 
got sidetracked. There were days of delays here and there along 
the short route. General Sanchez proved perfidious, went over to 
Obregon, who had entered Mexico City shortly after the exodus. 
Carranza's troops were defeated, his trains stalled. He knew 
there was no hope of reaching Vera Cruz by rail. On horseback 
he escaped into the mountains. A local chieftain named Herrero 
offered to be his guide and guardian over the rough terrain to 
Tampico. On the night of May eighteenth, in an Indian hut in 
the wilderness, as the tired old man was quietly sleeping, his 
guardian shot him dead and gave it out that Carranza had com 
mitted suicide. His body was brought to Mexico City six days 
later and buried in the Dolores cemetery with proper honor and 
ceremony. 

By most commentators Carranza's administration is harshly 
condemned and considered remarkable for corruption in a coun 
try where political corruption has been exceeding rank. But it 
should be recalled that Carranza inherited Mexican chaos and 
managed to bring some order to the land. In any tribunal one 
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should not ignore the evidence that it was Carranza who insti 
gated and led the rebellion against the villainous Huerta. He 
ever stood out boldly for Mexico's national sovereignty. He re 
fused to bow low to foreign capital or subscribe to any foreign 
interference. And, however ingrown his personal, conservative 
principles were, it was during his regime that the agrarian revo 
lution won its decisive constitutional victory when the constitu 
tion of 1917 was conceived and passed, "as bold and statesman 
like an action as has been recorded in the annals of Mexico." 



PART EIGHT 
MEN FROM SONORA 



20. The Happy Man with One Arm 

"Poor Mexico so far from God and so near 
to the United States!" 

PORFEUO DIAZ 

The day after Carranza's funeral, Adolfo de la Huerta, a young 
ish radical from Sonora, was made temporary president to finish 
out the six months of the unexpired term. He chose a liberal 
cabinet, including General Plutarco Elks Calles as minister of 
war. Obregon, who everybody knew would be the next presi 
dent, did not fill a cabinet post in the interim, but he remained 
in the capital and maintained an office, "obeying the new re 
gime," as he pleasandy expressed it. At the presidential elections 
that came in September there was no opposition. The one-armed 
hero was inaugurated president at the end of November, 

Mexico as a whole was enthusiastically behind Alvaro Obre 
gon. Perhaps there was no one then alive better equipped with 
common sense and force and kindliness to tackle the formidable 
job, to calm the nation after a decade of bewilderment and 
savagery, and to steer the destinies of Mexico out of the slough 
of semi-feudalism towards an enlightened prospect of democ 
racy. Mexico needed just such a realist of the first order as the 
genial, hard-fighting Qbregon. 

Like Madero and Carranza, the new president was a Creole, 
but he did not belong to the upper classes as they did. One set 
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of his grandparents had come over from Spain poor folk, 
"doubtless driven to emigrate by sheer hunger/' as he himself 
said. The other set of grandparents were picked up in Mexico 
and though they were of a lineage which makes it impossible 
to say positively there was no strain of Indian blood, it is gener 
ally conceded that Obregon was pure white. He remained a 
rough diamond to the end, by choice. He despised folderol. 
There was nothing whatever paradeful about him. He was a 
farmer, a ranchero, not a hacendado. He was also a business 
man, a wholesale dealer in chick peas. His formal education was 
limited, but he had an unusually receptive mind and he was an 
astute judge of men. He knew values. He was hard to fool. He 
was not selflessly inspired as was Madero. He was a practical 
man of affairs, with ambition, a humanitarian outlook, and a 
healthy sense of humor. Despite his faith in himself, he was some 
what surprised to find that he possessed the military genius to 
become one of the greatest Mexican generals of all times. 

A born leader, as engaging as shrewd, he was also an able 
organizer and executive. His sense of balance made him know 
when to compromise. He was never in danger of an ideal sway 
ing him too far. Though a forceful and persuasive speaker, 
he was too earthy ever to become lyrical in his thinking. He 
found life an exciting adventure, and in his last years he warmed 
his one hand at its metaphorical fires with more satisfying ardor 
than most men could with twice their two hands. He took his 
drinks neat and plentiful, but he never had hangovers. His easy 
familiarity of manner was the same to men of every class. Little 
children adored him. Dogs instinctively trusted him. His smile 
was frank and warming, with sometimes a soupfqn of amiable 
mockery. Even after he became president he was still careless 
of his dress, wearing unpressed suits and a weather-stained old 
panama. This was not affectation; he felt more comfortable that 
way. His conversation was as unconventional and casual as his 
dotlfaes. His trick of always saying the unpredictable made him 
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pungently entertaining and a "natural" for front-page copy. As 
a wisecracker he was unsurpassed among his fellows. 

Though there was plenty of fun in this ruddy-faced, chubby 
new president, there was no more nonsense than there was illu 
sion. He had a remarkably clear picture of the needs of the 
people of the time. He allowed the Mexicans just as much liberty 
as he thought good for them. He was determined not to let the 
peace be broken if he could help it- Unlike Madero, he knew 
they wanted bread more than freedom. He believed that the up 
lift of the masses must come by gradual evolution. To illiterate 
Indians could not be given middle-class responsibilities over 
night. Economic welfare came next in importance after peace, 
and then as large doses of agrarian justice and elementary edu 
cation as the country could afford. 

Obregon's task was not only to make "an. amicable adjust 
ment between white Mexico and Indian Mexico," but to placate 
foreign capital, while suggesting to his people that he was being 
tough with foreigners. He had the misfortune to come into 
power at the same time that Harding became the Republican 
President of the United States, when Albert B. Fall and Edward 
L. Doheny, the oil sharks, carried such weight with the govern 
ment. 

Though the Harding administration looked upon him as a 
bolshevik of deepest crimson, Obregon was not even a socialist. 
He refused to make too wide a breach in the hacienda system. 
He did not believe land redistribution should come with a 
wrenching violent enough to disrupt the national economy. In 
his term of office he distributed 3,000,000 acres among 624 vil 
lages net much, perhaps, but almost seven times Carraaza's 
record. But he did not intend to risk crop shortages by giving too 
mBch land to Indians who might not work for themselves after 
they had it. Many would raise barely enough for their own 
families^ and elt no resfKmsMky as farmers to help f eed the rot 
of the nation. Some who received twenty or thirty acres of land 
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would cultivate one acre for themselves and let the rest go to 
weeds. Even in Morelos, where the peasants, shortly after Za- 
pata's death, had got the land they had fought for, there was 
discontent. Among the new small freeholders, who had not yet 
the skill to manage for themselves > many pleaded openly for the 
return of the hacienda. 

Though Obregon supported the labor unions and strongly 
urged labor to organize so that industrial wages would rise, 
he had no patience when labor troubles disrupted production. 
While giving protection to workers, Obregon astutely fostered 
native capitalism. He tried to instill some constructive energy 
into his people, and he saw the creation of native industries as a 
step towards the gradual supplanting of foreign capital. 

For education he did far more than had ever been done by 
any preceding president. The famous Jose Vasconcelos, Obre- 
gon's minister of education, is really the father of popular edu 
cation in Mexico. But it was Obregon who chose Vasconcelos 
to do the job, and he gave his minister vital encouragement and 
as much of the state funds as he could possibly allot at the time. 
Almost a thousand rural schools were built under the Obregon 
administration. Vasconcelos not only built schools and created 
libraries, but he tried to make the schools cultural centers of the 
villages, and he sometimes even fed warm breakfasts to the 
smaller children. 

The practical Obregon winked at the surreptitious continua 
tion of church schools, which had been outlawed by the 1917 
constitution. "Of course we are not unaware of the menace of 
these Catholic schools/' he confessed. "We know well enough 
their aim is to inculcate anti-government and anti-revolutionary 
propaganda. But the government hasn't the money or the facili 
ties to teach all the children of Mexico. Church schools are illegal, 
yes; but it is preferable that children receive any instruction 
rather than grow up illiterate." 

He was pleased that Vasconcelos never spoke of "the Indian 
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problem," but always of "the problem of ignorance." He liked 
Vasconcelos's way of putting it: "Ignorance made worse by the 
indifference and even the downright cruelty of those who, pos 
sessing wealth and education, have done nothing whatsoever to 
benefit their fellowmen." But he could not help but be amused 
sometimes at Vasconcelos's vision as compared with Mexican 
actualities. 

Vasconcelos had the zeal of a redeemer. He decided the people 
should read and read the best, and he had vast editions of the 
classics printed to distribute among them. Verna Carleton Millan 
gives perhaps the most authentic version of a much-told story 
which casts a revealing light on the basic situation in Mexico: 

Once ? when Obregon and Vasconcelos had escaped from the 
presidential train which they were warned was to be attacked 
by rebels, they became lost in wild, unfamiliar territory. On 
horseback they pushed on for hours, and finally came upon a 
lone huL The old Indian standing by the door was astounded to 
see strangers in his remote domain. 

Obregon called to him with that friendly common-denominator 
manner that men rarely failed to respond to: "Friend, can you 
tell me where we are?" 

The man shook his head. 

"But what place is this?" 

The man shrugged. 

"What town are we near?" 

"Who knows?" 

"Were you born here?" 

"Yes." 

"And your wife, too?" 

"Yes." 

Obregon carefully enunciated his last question. "You and your 
wife were both born here you've always lived here yet you 
still do not know whore you are?" 

"No," the old man reaffirmed with unperturbed indiffereoce* 
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The president turned to his minister of education and said, 
with amused irony, "Make a note of this man, Jose, so that you 
can send him copies of the classics you have just edited." 

Though Obregon kept the peace, though Mexico was more 
prosperous than she had been for more than a decade, though 
patently he represented the great majority of the population, 
the United States under the Republican President Harding with 
held recognition. Harding was hand-in-glove with the oil men 
who were still boiling with fury because the Mexicans had re 
affirmed in the constitution of 1917 the ancient Spanish and 
Mexican legal principle that the nation's subsoil wealth belongs 
to the state. At the very time that a group of American oil men 
was hoping to possess eternally the oil of Mexico, this same 
group was trying to sell the United States oil reserve that be 
longed to the navy. The notorious Teapot Dome scandal which 
cost President Harding his reputation and perhaps his life was 
just brewing. 

From the beginning, Obregon had insisted that Article 27 
should not be retroactive. But the Harding government refused 
to recognize the government of Obregon unless the president 
signed a treaty to that effect, which would guarantee American 
property rights acquired in Mexico before May first, 1917. The 
United States administration considered the reform program in 
Mexico a threat to American vested interests, and demanded 
"adequate safeguards" in the form of a treaty. Secretary of State 
Hughes drew up a pact called a "Treaty of Amity and Com 
merce," which was presented to Obregon on May twenty- 
seventh, 1921, less than three months after Harding took office. 

According to the authoritative Dr. Rippy, the crux of the 
matter ky in four provisions: (i) Assurance that nationals of 
either country residing in the other would enjoy all the privi 
leges of native citizens; (2) reciprocal guaranties against confis 
cation and expropriation, except for public purposes, and after 
"f&oiBpt payment of just compensation"; (3) assurances against 
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the retroactive application to American citizens of Carranza's 
agrarian decree of January sixth, 1915, and of the provisions of 
the 1917 constitution; (4) restoration to American citizens, 
whenever possible, of the property rights of which they may 
have been deprived since 1910 and adequate compensation for 
all losses suffered on account of such deprivation. 

Diplomatic assurances were not deemed sufficient. The United 
States government demanded a treaty. Obregon refused to ac 
cept recognition on such high-handed conditions. He considered 
it humiliating to the national dignity to do so. Besides, no matter 
how he may have felt about the increased business that would 
come to Mexico with official recognition, he had to be wary not 
to make obeisance to Wall Street in the sight of his own people. 
The spirit of nationalism had been waxing ever since the Pershtng 
chase after Villa. 

The matter dragged on unsettled for almost two years. In a 
note of March thirty-first, 1923, from Obregon's foreign minis 
ter., Alberto Pani, to Secretary of State Hughes, it was pointed 
out how the Mexican supreme court had "defined in an unmis 
takable manner in five cases of injunction the nonretroactive 
character of Article 27 in that part relative to petroleum. The 
Mexican minister also cited statistics which revealed that the en 
tire petroleum industry in Mexico was capitalized at $1,050,532,- 
434. Of this amount American and British interests owned 
91.5 per cenL The Mexicans themselves held an insignificant 1.1 
per cent of their own oil wealth. 

Pani regretted that American citizens had suffered losses when 
the Mexican government granted some ejidof to the villages that 
had once owned the acreage. He regretted, too, that the crises 
of the times had not permitted immediate indemnity in cash. 
But, after all, he pointed out, Obregon had "extinguished a de 
structive agrarian revdlt at the cost of serious injury to only a 
few landowners," including a more twenty-six American citir 
zeas. In sumiBiag up Obrrgoit's and Mexico's case, Pani wrofce, 
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with remarkable restraint: "Considering all this, the damages 
to the American agricultural properties will never justify the 
systematic resistance, worthy of a better cause, which the United 
States has been opposing to the currents of sympathy, created 
and developed under the protection of the goodwill of the gov 
ernment of Mexico." 

It is believed that Secretary Hughes felt a bit ashamed of his 
course. At any rate, since Hughes saw that Obregon would not 
be coerced into signing the treaty, within a few weeks after the 
Pani note he changed his methods and sent two commissioners 
to Mexico to negotiate for recognition. Certainly, public opinion 
in the United States was against the Harding and Hughes atti 
tude to Mexico, and many business men and bankers were clam 
oring for recognition. 

From May fourteenth to August fifteenth the two American 
commissioners conferred with two Mexican commissioners. At 
length they arrived at what passed for a satisfactory mutual 
agreement. But the impasse was really broken only because of 
Obregon's cleverness in playing the American bankers off against 
the oil men, in causing the bankers to press for recognition so 
that they could begin collecting interest on loans. To insure a 
peaceful presidential succession, Obregon had felt that United 
States recognition would be worth whatever compromise he 
might make from the standpoint of expediency, He made some 
slight concessions, agreed to pay compensation for the revolu 
tion's damages to American property, and reaffirmed that Article 
27 would not be interpreted as retroactive. A storm of protest 
from a portion of the Mexican public greeted the announcement 
of the terms. Obregon's enemies found excuse to accuse him of 
selling out to the United States, On September third, 1923, after 
Obcegon had been president for almost three years, the United 
Stales recognized his government. 

The belated recognition helped avert a complete overthrow, 
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but it did not circumvent a revolt. With, his astute judgment, 
Obregon had chosen Plutarco Elias Calles, his secretary of inte 
rior, for his successor. Calles was recognized as a man of un 
common ability, but he was not generally popular, because he 
refused to waste energy in winning friends. And because he 
professed socialism, the generals with a passion for loot, as well 
as estate owners, the Catholic church, and the British oil com 
panies, straightway created an opposition and backed Adolfo de 
la Huerta, Obregon's long-time friend and the incumbent minis 
ter of the treasury, a former radical who had become progres 
sively more conservative. Soon another counter-revolution was in 
full blast. It took three bloody months to squash it Again there 
flared the traditional betrayals and flagrant displays of callous 
opportunism. In Qbregon, however, there was none of Madero's 
chicken-hearted compassion for troublemakers. He ordered every 
captured rebel officer above the rank of major to be shot. 

"But you can't shorn me," cried a young reactionary attor 
ney, Francisco Trevino, who had been caught with the de la 
Huerta forces. "I am not even a soldier. The penal code does not 
prescribe the death penalty for insurrection" Obregon's bluff 
minister of war, Francisco Serrano, with tragicomic grace im 
mediately signed an order appointing Lawyer Trevino a "Gen 
eral in the Mexican Army." At the bottom of the page he added 
a mordant postscript: "Shoot General and Lawyer Fraatisco 
Trevifio." 

Adolfo de la Huerta was more fortunate; he escaped to Cali 
fornia and became a singing teacher. His little iair of self- 
gratification as a tool erf the reactionaries had cost his hard-lip 
nation sixty million pesos. A vast deal of Qbregon's construc 
tive work had been sabotaged by the unworthy rebellion. 

Qbregon's record, like that of all Mexican rulers, is a subject 
of controversy. But unquestionably the Revolution had gone on 
ward Under trim^ Mexico was the first of the so-called 
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ward" nations of the world to allow labor to organize. He gave 
Mexico a taste of democracy by permitting the press to go un- 
censored. He let the opposition rail against him in congress. He 
himself went about unarmed and without a bodyguard. It was 
a brave practice, for Obregon was bitterly hated by the "outs," 
who resented his favoritism. Of course, he did some spoils-divid 
ing. He was over-indulgent with his friends it is said he would 
sometimes even pay his minister of war's gambling debts out of 
the national treasury>"All of us are thieves, more or less, down 
here," he engagingly joked with Blasco Ibanez. "However, the 
point is that I have only one hand, while the others have two. 
That's why the people prefer me." 

The people had preferred him because he was the best mate 
rial they could find at the time for the job, because he was a man 
of sound sense, without the arrogance and absurdities of the 
logician, or the rapt fantasy of the visionary. They liked him 
because his smile won their hearts and because he was fearless 
and clever. 

Except for the bothersome revolt of de la Huerta and the 
meanness of the Harding government in withholding recogni 
tion, Obregon had enjoyed his arduous administration. He had 
set Mexico on the road to achieve modern democracy. But, with 
his unflinching estimate of human nature, he knew that the road 
would not run straight, that it would twist to right and left, 
and make time-wasting detours both ways. He knew, too, the 
brakes that lay submerged in each revolutionist. He knew him 
self. "We can get rid of clericalism," he said with a half-wink, 
"and we can get rid of capitalism, but who is going to get rid 
of us?" And again, in the same vein, he said more seriously: 
**T1ie bitter fruit of all our previous revolutions has been that 
we could not rid ourselves of the liberators." 

But when Calks, the one-time rural school teacher, was elected 
president, Ohregoa did not try to run the government He went 



The Happy Man with One Arm 273 

back to the private life of a ranchero and a wholesale dealer in 
chick peas. Still he kept a more than casual eye on the presi 
dential chair and was prepared to occupy it again when Calles 
went out if the people really wanted him and if it could be 
arranged. 



21. Big Boss 

"The Mexican Revolution is not over yet, nor 
will it ta^e less than a century to accomplish 

FRANK 



President Calles carried the Revolution farther than Obregon. 
The sincerity of his original ideology can hardly be doubted. 
Some of his statements call to mind words of Franklin D. Roose 
velt when the latter launched the New Deal almost a decade 
later. Calles wrote: 

The ideal of my government is to save the great masses of the 
population from misery and ignorance, to raise their social standard, 
to teach them to eat better, to give them schools and culture, to 
raise them to a higher level of civilization, so as to construct a homo 
geneous nation, closing the existing gulf between a handful of Mexi 
cans who enjoy comfort, refinement and well-being, and the great 
mass of Mexicans, exploited by every tyranny, abandoned by every 
administration, buried in misery, darkness and suffering. 

I prefer ... to carry on this humanitarian task even if by so 
doing my Government is marked with the name of Bolshevist which 
propaganda is giving it. I leave to time to pass the difficult final 
judgment. 

Time passed a very different judgment from the one Calles 
had in mind when he penned his eloquent credo. Though he 
accomplished much for Mexico, as the years ticked by the young 
radkal socialist appeared to go the way of all flesh. At the end 
of his rule he had become a plausible conservative. Like Prime 
Minister Ramsay MacDonald, who was beguiled into giving over 
the Socialist cause in England, Calles, by his actions, seemed to 
icnetiiiee the coostractive principles o some of his most pro- 
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gressive work. At any rate, he himself halted the Revolution. 
"So far and no farther/' he at length decreed. 

Like Obregon, Calles came from the rugged northern state 
of Sonora. The birthplace was a very humble house in the pretty 
seaport town of Guaymas. His mother was part Yaqui Indian, 
and the tale often goes that his father was the "improvident son 
of an itinerant Armenian.*' But there is no more truth in this 
report than in that which says he is Jewish. Calles's blood is 
predominantly Spanish. Because of a near-East cast of his fea 
tures, Plutarco earned his nickname of U E1 Turco." Without 
being what the Latins call simpatico as Obregon was and as 
Franklin Roosevelt is the man had a dynamic fascination. His 
was a highly intelligent, dark and subtle face that came to be 
deeply lined and prematurely aged. The close-cropped mustache 
added a kind of distinction. His piercing hazel eyes seemed to 
accuse one of dubious motives. The jaw was square-cut, strong 
like those of his Yaqui ancestors. Because of a fundamental vein 
of hard metal in his character, this grim and taciturn man won 
the title of the "Iron Man" of revolutionary Mexico. A bom 
organizer, he had something of that relentless will which domi 
nated both Juarez and Diaz. But, though a master craftsman in 
politics, he had less camaraderie than Diaz and a more flexible 
intelligence than Juarez. By sheer force of ability and statecraft 
he was able to maintain power from his inauguration on Decem 
ber first, 1924, to beyond the ascendancy of Cardenas in 1934, 
though there were three other presidents in the interim. 

Calles was named Plutarco F,Ha% but as a boy he lived with a 
relative of his mother named Juan Calles^ and he adopted tibe 
name of his foster-father, which was also the name of his mother. 
His education did not extend to college, but it was sufficient to 
secure him a position as a rural elementary school teacher when 
he was seventeen. Early life was largely a typical Mexkaa stmg- 
gk against poverty. Young Calks tried farming, journalism and 
bartoiidiiig to keep the pot boiling f or Ms wife and dukkm. la 
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his mid-thirties he turned to the more lucrative politics, and 
became a frontier chief of police at Agua Prieta, From here he 
gravitated into the Revolution, rising swiftly under Obregon 
from lieutenant to general. Calles's authority was such that men 
instinctively obeyed him, not out of affection but because of an 
aura of determination and superior judgment that hung about 
him. He was a man more respected than loved. However, the 
orphans at the Cruz Galvez Industrial School, which he built 
for their protection and education, affectionately called him 
"Papa Calles/* because he would "encourage them with broad 
smiles, as he praised a specimen of a girl's needlework or of a 
boy's cobblery," and because he would himself take the orphans' 
handiwork to sell in the cities to raise money to keep the school 
going. 

After serving as military commander of Sonora in 1916, Calles 
became governor of the state. When Obregon was elected presi 
dent he brought Calles to the capital as secretary of interior, the 
chief position in the Mexican cabinet. And finding htm the 
ablest and most dependable of his ministers, he began grooming 
him for the presidency. 

The upper classes and business men were horrorstruck at the 
thought of such a radical in prime control. "God help us if that 
bolshevik Calles becomes president," they cried. Unlike Obregon, 
Calles at first made no attempt to conciliate the capitalists. In 
fact, he well aired his hatred and contempt for them. His sup 
port came from laborers and farm workers, intellectual radicals, 
and the middle classes. The estate owners, the church, and big 
business opposed hrm with vehemence and vituperation. And 
when he assumed the presidency he straightway sheared all three 
groups of a vast deal of power and privilege. 

From the first, Calles intended to be a benevolent dictator. 
He was as chary of too much liberality as he was zealous about 
progress. Being a remarkably astute politician, however, he played 
Ms cards with as much skill as vigor. He demanded efficiency of 
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his chosen officeholders and spoke so feelingly of honesty that 
the officials who did steal were very careful to be unwontedly 
moderate in their rake-offs. Though he had to keep the army 
in an amiable state of mind, he brought about some drastic re 
forms. He purged it of its incompetents, but to these he gave 
land and farm implements and some financial assistance to start 
them off. The peacock-splendid uniforms of the officers were 
abolished. Gold and blue and magenta gave way to sober khaki, 
which officers were forced to buy for themselves. Fifteen thou 
sand illiterate soldiers were taught to read and write and reckon. 
Barracks became schools, just as rural schools became realities. 
"Universal elementary education," Calles declared, "is Mexico's 
crying need." 

The new president made it clear that the chief purpose of his 
administration was "the bettering of the Mexican people," but 
he warned them not to expect a millennium. "It is a task," he 
said, "that requires in many cases the laying of new foundations 
and of building upon them slowly and steadily, stone upon 
stone." Though the de la Huerta rebellion had left the nation's 
treasury worse than empty, by his shrewd economy the president 
was able to show extraordinary achievement at the end of his 
first fiscal year. He had made up a deficit of almost fifty million 
pesos, paid some internal debts, resumed payment on foreign 
debts, balanced the budget, and established a national bank with 
a reserve of more than sixty million pesos. No one else since 
Liinantour had revealed so much talent for finance. 

Not only did Calles reform the army set-up, build four thou 
sand schools, strengthen the nation's financial position, and dis 
charge twenty thousand government employees, but he encour 
aged labor and gave his special presidential blessing to the Con~ 
federacion Regional Qbrcra Mexicana (CROM), which more or 
less corresponded to the American Federation of Labor. He con 
sidered trade unions indispensable to the capitalistic system. The 
trade unions,*' he said, "stand or fell by capitalism. But they 
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should never intervene in political matters. Their sphere is purely 
economic 3 and once they meddle in politics they lose their char 
acter and their significance." 

Calles did more road building than any precedent chief execu 
tive. Modern macadam highways were laid with an eye for scenic 
beauty as well as practical engineering. A series of irrigation 
projects were instituted. In less than three years after his inaugu 
ration Calles had brought the budget for public health to fourteen 
times the figure allotted by Porfirio Diaz. The record in general 
looked good. 

In land reform, however, the president fell far short of pleas- 
ing the radical agrarians, though in his four years in actual office 
he redistributed some eight million acres among fifteen hundred 
villages, Calles, for political reasons, had proclaimed himself the 
heir to Zapata, To make every peasant a proprietor is the best 
way of avoiding revolution and political unrest, he said. Many 
of the estates which had swallowed up vast tracts of land under 
Porfirio Diaz were now made to disgorge. The lands expro 
priated were paid for in government bonds at ten per cent above 
the assessed tax valuation, which meant that the government got 
the land dirt-cheap. But in title adjustments Calles came up 
against the old Adam in human nature. The village politicians 
often proved tricky and rapacious. For the new home-owners he 
created agricultural banks to lend them money. But the local 
banker-politicians betrayed their humble fellows and lent most 
of the money not to the poor, but to the rich estate owners in 
the district who would be sure to repay and who would advance 
the money lender politically. It was partly his disappointment in 
the villagers' inability to get along together and their lack of 
interest in national prodoction that made Calles finally halt his 
agrarian ref orni program. 

In his triple fight against the hacendados, big business, and 

tfoe dbnnch, it was the church that proved to be his iBost f onnid- 

esemf and the stoutest impediment to the success o the 



Big Boss 279 

Revolution, From youth Calks had been anti-clerical, and, re 
viewing history, he had convinced himself that the Roman Catho 
lic church constituted "a perpetual menace to the Mexican state 
and a permanent obstacle to social progress." He knew the full 
extent of its power over the peasantry. In his first year in office 
he wrote out a statement for the press in regard to his attitude 
to the church: "I am an enemy of the priestly class which con 
siders its position in the light of privilege and not of evangeli 
cal service. I am an enemy of the political priest who tries to 
keep our people submerged in ignorance, the priest who is allied 
with the landlord to exploit the peasant, and the priest who is 
allied with the employer to exploit the worker. I declare that I 
respect all religions and all creeds so long as their preachers do 
not meddle in our political conflicts, spurn our laws, and allow 
themselves to become tools of the powerful in the exploitation 
of the weak." 

The showdown came in 1926, when the Archbishop of Mexico 
declared in a public statement that the church did not and could 
not accept the religious provisions of the constitution of 1917. 
Calles immediately instituted strengthening legislation to en 
force those provisions as set forth in Articles 3 and 130. The 
clergy refused to obey that part of the constitution which limited 
their numbers and which forbade foreign priests from catering 
Mexico. In answer to their defiance, Calles began deporting 
foreign-born priests and nuns by the hundreds. Monasteries were 
turned into public schools. The church was deprived of legal 
standing; it could BOC make use of private property, real or 
personal. 

In retaliation, on July thirty-firs^ 1926, the church announced 
its refusal to hold any services whatsoever. The priestly sit-down 
strike continued for three years. Masses and christenings were 
bootlegged in private tomes. But committees of private citizens 
were made respoasiiie by the gofemmeat foe keeping the 
churches open^ so the peopk cmiH go and pray wfaea 
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would, and never were they to be asked to contribute a centavo. 

A few ill-advised priests began to stir up fanaticism among 
the Indians. The most sensational of the protesting groups called 
themselves the Cnsteros or "Men of Christ," They made depre 
dations on rural schools, sometimes murdered innocent school 
teachers and covered their mangled bodies with crude banners 
proclaiming "Christ is King." Their most spectacular display of 
banditry occurred in April of 1927 when they dynamited the 
Mexico-Guadalajara express and a hundred passengers were killed 
outright or burned to death. Priests caught with the vengeful 
inob declared they were there in the capacity of chaplains, not 
dynamiters. But Calles hustled six bishops across the border into 
Texas, and put a price on their heads if they dared to return. 

In the reprisals, several army generals took occasion to do 
some raiding on their own. They tore down images in churches 
and rode their horses defiandy up to the very altars. The excuse 
they gave for their shocking sacrilege was that the destruction 
of a saint's statue before the eyes of the populace would prove 
that God did not care. They professed that their purpose was 
to cure the Indians of superstition instilled by the priests, to show 
them that God did not take the side of the clergy. Only by such 
drastic measures, they affirmed, could they break the spell laid 
upon the ignorant during four centuries of conversion and thrall- 
dom. Many priests had told the simple countryfolk that it was as 
sinful to be an agrarian as an adulterer. Now hordes of bewil 
dered peasants decided to risk owning their own land, particu 
larly since the saints did not seem to resent being broken into 
shards. 

The state of Tabasco, under pressure of the tempestuous radi 
cal governor, Tomas Garrido Canabal, closed its churches and 
made it virtually impossible for a Catholic priest to celebrate 
the rkes of his church. The publicity-loving governor decreed 
that only married mm should be priests and they must have 
passed their fortieth birthday. He shouted in public places there 
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were too many bastards at large already, that if tKe priests wanted 
offspring they must assume responsibility for their upbringing. 
A cry of furious indignation arose against such implications as 
well as the indirect extinguishing of all priesthood in Tabasco, 
But Garrido Canabal was unrelenting, and grinned as school 
children on their way home from school made a pastime of 
knocking out a brick or dislodging a stone from a village church 
that only yesterday had been a symbol of holy awe. 

Powerful foreign pressure was brought on Calles to soften his 
attitude toward the church. The Knights of Columbus reputedly 
sent a million dollars to help the Cristcros to keep the guerrilla 
warfare going. Some agencies accused Calles of wanting the 
religious belligerency prolonged to prove to the world his justifi 
cation for harshness against religious orders. Imperialistic Wil 
liam Randolph Hearst, who owned an extensive domain in north 
Mexico, mobilized his newspapers to call for intervention. United 
States oil men found themselves fired with such a sudden pious 
zeal that even Methodist and Baptists among them forgot their 
unreasonable antagonism to Roman Catholics and urged a holy 
crusade to save Mexico from the infideL Something more sacred 
than sweet religion was being endangered holy capital. But 
even with the world press against him, Calles would make no 
compromise. In the end the church had to come to terms with 
the government Rome decreed that the clergy should register 
with the civil authorities. 

In his second year after taking office, Calles turned some atten 
tion to foreign business interests, and inaugurated his slogan 
"Mexico for Mexicans." He proceeded to enforce certain anti- 
alien clauses of Article 27 and decreed that those who owned oil 
fields must exchange their titles for fifty-year leases. Sizzling but 
noble-worded notes from Washington were answered by cool, 
noble-worded notes from Mexko. Some American big business 
with capital invested in Mexico filled Washington's administra 
tion halls with lobbyists nrging armed intervention CHI mundane 
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grounds. This was in the very heyday of Wall Street 1926- 
ig27^-when the so-called vested interests could not conceive of 
any forces that could halt their sway. The Hearst papers went so 
far as to accuse four liberal United States senators of taking mil 
lion-dollar bribes from Mexico's government to prevent inter 
vention. But the loud-mouthed cries for intervention of the Hon 
orable Edward L. Doheny and the Honorable Albert B. Fall, 
protagonists in the oil scandals under Harding, acted as boomer 
angs. United States public opinion said, "No intervention." 

President Coolidge now did one of the most inspired acts of 
his prosaic life; he sent Dwight W. Morrow to try sweet reason 
ableness on the grim-jawed Calles. It was an extraordinary choice, 
since Mr. Morrow was a partner in the House of Morgan and 
an avowed exponent of the capitalistic system. Some Mexican 
leftists immediately labeled him a gilded debt collector. Yet no 
man could have made a more impressive success. Morrow was no 
trained diplomat, but he was a generously endowed human be 
ing,, possessing innate charm as well as tact. He was the first 
significant United States ambassador who endeavored to under 
stand the Mexicans. He developed a genuine fondness for Mex 
ico. He won the confidence and the friendship of President 
Calks, who had been strongly anti-United States in his senti 
ments, and at the same time he won the admiration of the gen 
eral public because of his persuasive sympathy. He became sin 
cerely interested in Calles's program. Over ham and eggs at 
breakfast at the Morrow house in Guernavaca, informally, man 
t*> man., Calles and Morrow would discuss little incidents of daily 
living among the people as well as affairs of state. 

Calles was impressed with the ambassador's uncommon recep 
tivity as well as his integrity, intelligence, and genuine natural- 
oess. Morrow carol as little for precedent and protocol as did 
But he knew how to flatter far better. He invited the 
most aetmked man of the hoar, Charles Augustus Lind- 
to wisk Moaox And shortly came America's most en- 
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gaging personality, homespun Will Rogers, to help win friends. 
* The radiation of Morrow's good will wanned the republics of 
the southern continent clear to Tierra del Fuego. Though he was 
personally liked as no other United States envoy to Mexico had 
ever been, leftist liberals began to cry out warningly that he was 
beguiling Mexico out of the Revolution. Within a few months 
after his arrival, Mr. Morrow's gentle persuasion had been so 
effective that the Mexican supreme court pronounced the Calles 
oil legislation unconstitutional. Aliens who possessed land before 
1917 were to retain full rights of ownership, with all the subsoil 
wealth. 

Morrow remained as ambassador for three years, ever taking 
an unfeigned interest in Mexican affairs and bringing the two 
countries much closer together. But when he departed Plutarco 
Calles could no longer be called a socialist. He had become more 
and more conservative as he became richer. He had built him 
self a glittering white mansion with a vast front window two 
stories high, not far from the charming ancient house Morrow 
had bought in Cuernavaca. Not only had he become a wealthy 
landlord, but many of his ministers and associates garnered 
greater fortunes, as reassured foreign capital poured into the re 
public. The street in Cuernavaca where some of them built 
sumptuous summer homes became known to the wags as "Ali 
Baba Street" and the "Street of the Millionaire Socialists." 

But the full flowering of the Calles metamorphosis did not 
come until after his term of office was over. As the end of his 
term came near, Calles decided that no one was so well qualified 
to be his successor as Obregon, who had remained completely 
outside politics during the Calles incumbency. So the constitu 
tion was changed wbertby Qbregon could again become presi 
dent, with the term erf office lengthened from four to six years," 

One cogent reason for Calles's final conciliatory attitude toward 
the oil men, on the advice of Morrow, was that he feared the 
United States might throw support to some candidate BQ of his 
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choice. On the announcement that Obregon would again stand 
for president, two opportunist generals promptly plotted coups 
d'tiat, but they were captured and promptly executed. Because 
the traditional military revolts were nipped in their incipience, 
Obregon was the only candidate. In late June he was re-elected. 
But the foreshadowed spectacle of Calles and Obregon forever 
offering the presidency to each other was dramatically and swiftly 
dissolved. On July seventeenth., while dining with friends at a 
restaurant in San Angel, Obregon was shot to death by a seedy 
young artist who approached him on pretense of doing a free 
hand sketch of him. The entire truth of the assassination has 
never come to light. The young killer was a Catholic fanatic, 
named Jose de Leon Toral, and a nun was accused of being the 
direct instigator of the crime. High-up churchmen hinted that 
some of Obregon's own comrades at table sent a few extra bullets 
into his body for good measure. A few even accused Calles of 
shedding crocodile tears as he walked bareheaded and unescorted 
in the funeral procession. Certainly, the death of Obregon left 
Calles the undisputed Big Man of Mexico. However genuine his 
grief for Obregon, it was doubtless tempered by his realization 
that in the whole broad Mexican landscape there was none now 
of his caliber. Yet it is something without parallel in Mexican 
annals that these two Strong Men, whether they really liked each 
other personally or not, had remained loyal since the first year 
Calles served under Obregon in battle. 

Not only in his obvious loyalty to Obregon had Calles been 
unusual in the Mexican chronicle, but he now refused to let him- 
self be drafted for re-election. His enemies said it was because 
he did not dare throw suspicion on himself as the real destroyer 
of Obregon. When he called the state governors and generals to 
a conference and the generals were speculating among themselves 
and smacking their lips over prospects, Calles announced posi 
tively that there would never be another caudillo. The end had 
come for chiefs and military dictators, he said. Mexico was ready 
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for democracy. For president, Calles proposed the name of a 
lawyer from Tamaulipas, Emilio Fortes Gil. It proved as satisfy 
ing a compromise choice to all sides as could have been made 
at the time. Calles retired to ostensibly private life; but, unlike 
Obregon, he took a psychic position directly behind the presi 
dential chair and for the next six years, during a succession of 
three presidents, he played the proverbial role of the power be 
hind the throne. Whatever may have been Calles's real intentions 
of retiring into private life, the political machine he had created 
could not function without him. From his villa in Cuernavaca 
he pulled strings in the capital and spoke words that came out 
of presidential lips. His cohorts would not let the jefe maxima 
retire. Whether he was still essential to his country can be end 
lessly debated. That he was indispensable in his own four years 
of administration is not to be doubted by any who read the 
records without prejudice. If the fatal bullets had gone into 
Calles instead of Obregon, the judgment of history would have 
been emphatically favorable to Calles, even though he was never 
beloved by the populace. Continuing to dictate from behind the 
scenes for almost seven more years, the stars in his historical 
crown dropped out one by one, and the luster of his early achieve 
ments for Mexico became tarnished by subsequent events. 



22. Three Mouthpieces and a Six- Year Plan 

"Whatever the cause, the idealists who fight 
for the under dog always end by fighting one 
another for the place of upper dog!' 

JOSE RUBEN ROMERO 

Calles not only gained tremendous prestige by declining further 
tenure of the presidential chair, but he broke all precedents by 
being Mexico's first political boss who was not the chief executive. 
The lawyer, Emilio Fortes Gil, whom Calles had tranquilly 
manipulated into office, had headed the Calles cabinet as minister 
of interior. He was a politician of ability as well as contradictions. 
It so happened that in taking advice or orders from Calles he 
was not compromising with his principles, because he and Calles 
still saw virtually eye to eye at the time. Early in his career Fortes 
Gil showed uncommon promise. Like Calles, he had been a 
school teacher in his teens. Later, as a rising young attorney, he 
became a reformer in his native state and fought convincingly 
for the rights of peasants and labor. From his youth he was an 
ardent practicing prohibitionist, who once amazed the tipsy at 
a political banquet flowing with champagne by rising and deliv 
ering a passionate temperance speech. A stout opposer of the 
church's influence in politics and education, it was he who put 
the sharpest teeth into anti-clerical legislation. He had the shrewd 
ness to draw the obregonistas and cdlistas closer together so that 
a new political party could be formed into a permanent organ 
ization which would consolidate the powers of the ruling clique. 
With Calles's aid he drew into the organization every significant 
political organization in the country, except the Communist 
Baity, 
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In May, 1929, at a national revolutionary convention at 
Queretaro, Calles organized the Partido Nacional Revolucionario, 
known as PNR. Its announced purpose was to break forever the 
supremacy of the army in Mexican politics, and it purported to 
revive the era instituted by Madero, "Apostle of Mexican Democ 
racy/* and "to lay foundations for civilian regimes of peace and 
liberty in the nation." The principles were declared to be social- 
democratic, much like those of the most potent party in the 
Scandinavian countries. But the organization was undemocratic 
in that an airtight system was established by which the govern 
ment in power could absolutely control elections. 

Besides the formation of this powerful political organization, 
two events of special significance took place in the short regime 
of Fortes Gil: On June twenty-ninth, 1929, church bells rang out 
again for regular service for the first time in three years, when the 
clergy gave up their sit-down strike; and the federation of labor, 
CROM, lost its official protection. Fortes Gil deliberately backed 
the unions that had maintained their independence, until he 
broke the power of CROM's dictator, blatant, squash-bellied Luis 
Morones, former plumber and electrician. 

Morones is one of those incredible cinematic characters who 
make noisy splashes in Mexican social life. For some sixteen years 
he was the chief dynamo in the labor movement. He took the 
lead in 1918 when CROM was formed. Possessing native cun 
ning as well as political sense, he had the energy to prefect his 
personality and his ideas. When Qbregon ran for president, 
Morones formed the Labor Party to support him. Later, Calles 
and Morones had backed each other, and Calles had elevated 
him to a cabinet post. As the revolutionary cttist&$ emerged into 
"millkmaire socialists," Morones followed his betters* lead and 
became a millk>oaire proletarian. He learned to be a sharp, hard 
trader. He was alleged to make industrialists respect his ability 
to forestall strikes, He benight estates* apartment houses, a hotel 
He invested in stocks and boods in Ms own name aod that of 
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friends. He developed a penchant for glittering motor cars and 
a passion for diamonds that equaled Peggy Joyce's, but he wore 
his with less grace. 

For relaxation from the proletarian grind, he built himself a 
suburban pleasure palace at Tlamplan, lush with luxury, and 
complete with fronton. His week-end parties with their spiced 
foods, heady wines, and luscious girls became notorious. Tired, 
old-rich business men mingled genially with tired new-rich 
proletarians on the spreading silken couches and in the imperial 
swimming bath. Morones's henchmen learned that what was 
sauce for the upper classes was sauce for the top underdogs. 

At labor meetings, however, when the sad-eyed, flat-bellied 
workers would scowl at Morones's flashing diamonds, he would 
defend himself with a wink and a laugh. "I do this just to show 
those bastard bourgeois that we laborers can wear diamonds too." 
When they glanced with oblique accusation at his long, shiny 
automobiles, he would plead, "Would you believe more in my 
sincerity if I came on burro back?" 

But the stench of corruption grew so offensive that great blocks 
of the union men did quit believing in his sincerity. In fact, they 
came to think that the silk-shirted leader was leagued with their 
employers to keep them in their lowly places, even though in 
earlier years he certainly did achieve shorter hours, better wages, 
and somewhat better working conditions for the factory toilers. 
Some began to put their faith in the flamboyant Morones assist 
ant, a refined, intellectual young man, physically slight and some 
what ascetic looking, but one who could turn into flame in public 
speech. Since 1926 he had been the Morones one-man brain trust 
in CROM. His name was Vicente Lombardo Toledano. He was 
born in the town of Tezuitlan in Puebla on July sixteenth, 1894. 
His grandfather had come from Italy in 1850, and made a small 
fortune in copper. No man in Mexico was better educated. Vicente 
earned a degree in law, and afterwards became a master of arts 
and a cbcte of philosophy. Now, while he worked with Morones, 
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he was concurrently professor of law and philosophy at the Na 
tional University. Between these oddly contrasted key men, labor 
began choosing sides secretly before there was an open split in 
1933, the year in which Lombardo Toledano was ousted from 
his professorship for his radical preachments. In the regime of 
Cardenas, the ex-plumber Morones was to suffer total eclipse, 
while the scholar was to rise higher than any labor leader in 
Latin America. 

The last event of significance in the Fortes Gil administration 
was the temporary obscuration of the erudite Jose Vasconcelos, 
one of the strangest anomalies in Mexico's vast gallery of para 
doxes. It was Vasconcelos who had first recognized the dynamic 
abilities of the youthful Lombardo Toledano and who had made 
him director of the National Preparatory School, an extraordi 
nary honor for one in his twenties. It was Vasconcelos who, as 
Obregon's secretary of education, organized Mexico's ministry of 
education, and who made his influence felt throughout the entire 
South American continent. It was he who divided the department 
of education into three sections: Schools, libraries, and fine arts. 
It was he who stimulated native painting and secured the first 
government commissions for the great muralists, Rivera and 
Orozco, who were to keep revolutionary ideals before the people 
and to bring the art of Mexico to international prestige. Vas 
concelos had a touch of genius, but, as with many other geniuses, 
his sense of reality was often vague. But whatever his failings and 
his surprising reversals in political ideology, he unquestionably 
helped "to mold the future of a race." 

Born on February twenty-eighth, 1882, in Oaxaca the native 
state of Juarez and Diaz Jose Vasconcelos early revealed his 
brilliance as lawyer, writer and public servant At the beginning 
of his career he was considered an ardent socialist, and he lec 
tured convincingly against "the two social plagues great estates 
and military dictatorships." He actively attacked political corrup 
tion, and at the risk of his life lie openly opposed Calks, when. 
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the jefe maxima assumed extraordinary powers. He proclaimed 
the Calles dictatorship more intolerable than that of Diaz, and 
he attacked commercial and industrial aggression from the 
United States. He warned the nation against the beguilement of 
Dwight Morrow. When Calles selected a mild conservative 
named Pascual Ortiz Rubio, a former ambassador to Brazil, to 
succeed Fortes Gil, Vasconcelos ran against him as an "anti-re- 
electionist" candidate. Because of his wide popularity with the 
masses, to whom he had distributed copies of the classics, Vas 
concelos fully expected to be elected. A poor man, who made 
his living entirely by scholarship, he paid his campaign expenses 
by the unprecedented expedient of charging admission to the 
halls where he spoke. He made exciting use of Calles's phrase, 
"Mexico for the Mexicans," and everywhere turned away crowds. 
Yet when the official results were announced the widely-known 
Vasconcelos was allotted twenty thousand votes to the virtually 
unknown Ortiz Rubio's million plus. 

Believing that eighty-five per cent of the Mexican people were 
really with him, Vasconcelos lingered in Sonora and then crossed 
into Texas to wait for the revolution that would put him in 
power. But there was no uprising whatever, and Vasconcelos 
found himself Mexico's most distinguished exile. The puling mob 
had let him down. He became bitter and cynical. Then gradually 
lie seemed to revamp his whole political philosophy. He emerged 
into a kind of Catholic mystic. The story of his metamorphosis 
he has told with utter frankness in a many-volumed autobiogra 
phy which will doubdess live as one of Mexico's great works of 
literature. 

The regime of Ortiz Rubio was notable chiefly because it was 
conducted by telephone from Calles's gleaming villa in Cuerna- 
Under Orte Rubio the Revolution went definitely back- 
Fotis* months after Ms inauguration, in February, 1930, 
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Calles announced the failure of the agrarian program and his own 
renunciation of it. The news was a bombshell to many a liberal. 
Calles was branded turncoat. But no doubt he was as honest in 
his reasoned convictions as Dwight Morrow had been in point 
ing out the bad features of the plan. Production of essential food 
stuffs had decreased, Calles said, because of the careless inef 
ficiency of the peasant proprietors. The large-production planta 
tions were the only ones that really paid off to the good of the 
national economy. 

**The happiness of the peasants cannot be assured," the "Iron 
Man" now declared, C4 by giving them a patch of land, if they 
lack the preparation and the necessary elements to cultivate 
it. ... On the contrary, this road will carry us to disaster, be 
cause we are creating pretensions and fomenting laziness." He 
pointed out the great number of cjidos in which the land was 
not cultivated after it had been given to the people. "Still it is 
proposed to enlarge the ejidos; why ?" he demanded bluntly. 

So redistribution of land stopped under Ortiz Rubio. Calles 
had his way about everything else. Cabinet ministers and foreign 
diplomats found it more expedient and conclusive to drive to 
Cuernavaca than to call on President Ortiz Rubio at the National 
Palace, The president chafed helplessly under the neglect and the 
jibes of the press and the music-hall comedians. Fuming with 
indignation at a rank slight to his authority, he determined to 
assert himself. He removed some of Calles's confidential officials. 
Whereupon the Big Boss promptly announced the resignation 
of the president Ortiz Rubio was thuodorstnick to read of it in 
the newspaper at breakfast. He choked with rage. Thee his trou 
bling hand reflectively nibbed the jaw that had recently been 
injured by a would-be assassin's missile. By the tinie the first 
interviewer arrived he had come to a decision. He confirmed 
Calks's annatmcemeat. Shortly afterward be left for tiie less 
strenuous precincts of New York City to recover rooi the exeoi- 
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tive grind. "Being president of Mexico is a very, very trying and 
exhausting business," lie told a metropolitan reporter. 

To finish out the last two years of Ortiz Rubio's term, Calles 
selected a practical business man. Abelardo Rodriguez was 
youngish, robust, energetic. He had been a professional baseball 
player and a revolutionary general. He was a proprietor of 
notoriously successful gambling joints near the California border. 
He was also a banker and a multi-millionaire. As his business 
associate he had made a neat little fortune for Calles. As a state 
governor and a cabinet minister he had proved an able admin 
istrator. On the whole, the Rodriguez regime was prosperous. 
Commerce expanded, real estate boomed. With the 1930 govern 
mental swing to the right, reassured foreign capital had poured 
in. Labor activities were halted or shushed. The watchword now 
was, "Foreign capital must not be molested or frightened." 

President Rodriguez took up polo, spent much time with alien 
capitalists on the golf links, laughed at being known as "the 
country-club president." But underneath the playboy surface he 
kept his eye on the ball of public sentiment. And in his last half 
year in office, when he saw the gathering resentment against some 
of the more obvious reactionary moves, he discounted the menace 
by a sudden reversion to his original revolutionary inclinations. 
He summarily revived land distribution. All the "stop" laws of 
Ortiz Rubio were discarded and the road for more eftdos was 
cleared. In the brief period from February twentieth to July 
thirty-first, 1934, almost eighty-two thousand heads of families 
received land. Twenty million pesos were turned over to the 
National Bank of Agricultural Credit to assist the ejiditarios to 
get a decent start. 

Many liberals consider that the best thing Rodriguez did was 
to appoint a young leftist lawyer named Narciso Bassols minister 
of education. Bassols looked at education scientifically. He re 
garded the Indian's school work as valuable in improving his 
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economic life. He undertook to educate the parents of children 
at the same time. He acquainted them with the new types of 
agricultural and industrial activities that would bring with them 
the possibility of a new standard of living, an "indispensable 
requisite if the Indian is ever to emerge from his traditional 
misery." 

Before Bassols, Calles had directed his attention chiefly to anti 
clerical influence in primary schools. Bassols insisted that second 
ary schools should be taken from the influence of the church* 
On his advice, in December, 1932, President Rodriguez decreed 
that all education in secondary schools should be secular. 

The Archbishop of Mexico straightway announced that "all 
parents must hereby refrain from sending their children to the 
lay secondary schools." Despite his power, the order was not 
carried out. The majority of students continued to attend the 
state schools. The clergy fought furiously to discredit Bassols' 
work. They attacked his so-called "sexual education/' and created 
such a furore that in the end they did force his resignation. 
Bassols believed that children should be taught the "facts of life" 
in an intelligent and decent way. He deplored the thousands of 
illegal abortions and the quantities of illegitimate children born 
to girls in their early teens, because out of religious scruples the 
parents had kept them in ignorance. The sexual education was 
hardly more than a course in physiology and hygiene, But whis 
pered tales were blown into horror stories. It was rumored that 
men teachers made a practice of seducing little girls to teach 
them by laboratory methods. Some declared that boys and girls 
were stripped like artists' models while the teachers lectured on 
bodily functions. Others claimed that cocks and hens were 
brought into the schoolroom for demonstration. 

Though nooe of the outrageous stories could be proved, and 
it was always someone else's child to whom something had hap 
pened, a wave of fanatical excitement swept over the parents. 
Mothers dragged their offspring from the sct^olhmises, broke 
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windows, attacked teachers who were forced to flee from their 
fury. The hysteria won out. In May, 1934, the parents' association 
instigated a strike among the children. Bassols resigned, and was 
immediately elevated to the position of minister of interior. 
Though seemingly the work of Bassols in education had been 
sabotaged by his enemies, his name will live as that of one of 
the advanced forces in Latin American education. 

After a decade's supreme command, Calles was astute enough 
to foresee that he must play a trump card dramatically if he were 
still to continue pre-eminent in the game. He played it at the 
PNR convention which met at Queretaro in December, 1933. 
"The time has come," he said, "to formulate a detailed plan of 
action for the period covered by the next six-year presidential 
term." 

When the convention opened, some of the leftists took stock 
of the agrarian achievement. In the two decades since Madero, 
less than twenty million acres had been distributed to the villages. 
Over three hundred million acres still belonged to hacendados 
and rancheros* Eighty per cent of this belonged to the estates of 
more than two thousand five hundred acres. Half of Mexico was 
still owned by two thousand families. The Revolution was lost 
in a quagmire. The left-wingers decided the time had come to 
rescue it, clean it up, and set it on the road again. Sniffing the 
prevailing local wind which carried an unmistakable scent of 
Russia, Calles determined to make concessions in such a way 
that he himself would seem to be the inspirer of all new good 
to his people. He conceived the idea of a "Six-Year Plan." The 
very term subtly implied something to go beyond the com 
munists* working dream that promised so much at the end of 
five years. 

Though the plan was something for the underprivileged to 
tie their hopes t% yet it was reassuring to the conservatives. For 
CSaffes proclaimed it would be a program '"based on escalations, 
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on statistics, on the lessons of experiences." "We must study what 
we can accomplish;* he said, "given the possibilities of our 
budgets and our reality." And he roundly denounced "more 
criminal radical programs that make social experiments at the 
expense of the masses' hunger." 

The crux of the plan was a state-directed national economy, 
with state arbitration in labor disputes. Labor was to receive new 
benefits, but business was to be protected. Cooperatives were to 
be fostered. The section on agrarian reform was broad. The dis 
tribution of land and water rights was to be continued "until 
the needs of the rural population were satisfied." Everybody of 
good will in the republic was to benefit by it. All in all, the plan 
was an extremely clever conception. 

But in committee the plan had gone much farther to the left 
than Calles had intended. However, like Carranza in regard to 
the radical 1917 constitution, Calles had little notion that its speci 
fications would be carried out wholly. 

In the choice for a new president, Calles realized that he had 
to please the left wing. After the last few years of the ribbing 
of "the millionaire socialists/' Calles knew that the next candi 
date must be "a poor man's choice." He had to be a man who 
had fought well in the revolutionary forces, who was liked by 
the army officers, one who was not well-to-do, one who appealed 
to fanners and laborers alike, and one who could not be labeled 
a Calles stooge. 

Thirty-eight-year-old Lazaro Cardenas, a man known for his 
honesty and humanitarian principles, fitted the specifications. As 
governor of Ms native state of Mkhoacan, General Cardenas had 
pleased the masses by his handling of land reform and by Ms 
educational program- In 1930 he had been made president of 
PNR. Then Calles had chosen him for two cabinet posts in 
quick succession, and he Ead proved ujacoimnoaly able in both. 
He was popular with his fellow officers. Despite an intense vital- 
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ity, he was quiet mannered and gravely simpdtico. Cardenas was 
the choice. 

There was at least one man in Mexico who took the "Six- Year 
Plan" in profound earnest. That was Lazaro Cardenas. He made 
his public pronouncement: "The agrarian program will be com 
pletely solved. Aid will be given for the organization of the 
United Front of Labor so that the raising of the standard of 
living may become a reality. The educational program needed 
by the masses will be carried out. And, in short, there will be 
realized in its totality the doctrine for which General Calles has 
been fighting, to make Mexico a strong and responsible country." 
Throwing the credit to Calles flattered the Big Boss and to a 
degree fooled him, though it was merely Cardenas's tactful way 
of urging Calles to return to his earlier socialistic attitude. 

Politically, the nomination of Cardenas could not have been 
better calculated to please the party and the populace. Of course, 
the election was in the bag. There could be no opposition to 
Calles's shrewdly conceived and manipulated PNR with its pres 
ent radiant program. But no sooner was the nomination of 
Cardenas a fact than that amazing fellow rushed off on a terrific 
seven-month campaign tour, as if he were running against the 
devil and Porfirio Diaz himself in league with the United States 
government. By train, by car, by muleback, and afoot he covered 
eighteen thousand miles some admirers say twenty-five thou 
sand. He sought out villages so remote that it was hard to find 
their trail. He asked questions, listened to requests and prayers. 
He gave advice. "What are your needs? Of land, of water, of 
schooling, of seed, of roads, of physicians?" He made manifold 
promises. "If it is possible," he said solemnly, "I shall give you 
what you require." 

Some of the people looked upon this man with the burning 
eyes, the hearing ears, the homely eloquence, as the new messiah. 
By his complexion and earthy knowledge he was one of them, 
fce spoke their language, but never had they seen his like. Some 
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of them had heard rich speeches before, but never words with 
such heart-striking sincerity. Here was a leader worth the follow 
ing. He had given them a sudden faith in themselves and in their 
government. He made them feel citizens already. 

At first Calks smiled wryly at such tumultuous outpouring of 
energy. Perhaps it was good for young Cardenas to let off steam 
before getting into harness. Let him dash over the broad pastures 
and through the wood-lots and feel his oats. After the inaugura 
tion would come the time for breaking, for that smooth, steel- 
gripped handling of which Calles was past-master. But yet 
There was flickering foreboding in Calles's calculating brain. He 
might have a little trouble with a man who had learned so much 
about a whole nation's outer and inner life. Sometimes knowl 
edge is a dangerous source of power, and Lazaro Cardenas knew 
more about Mexicans and Mexico than any other man alive. But 
Calles did not dream that Cardenas really meant every word he 
said, without a scintilla of the customary discount on Mexican 
rhetoric. The modest man from Michoacan was both too forth 
right and too subtle for the Big Boss- 
Elected in July, 1934, Cardenas was inaugurated on the last 
day of November. He did not demur when the old dictator 
selected for him a cabinet which included five Calles supporters 
and his own son Rodolfo. During his first weeks in office Car 
denas listened with polite attention to the Big Boss's advice. The 
wealthy caUistas went on with their play and their business, with 
easy minds. And then they woke up to the fact that Cardenas 
was in earnest about the agrarian program. He even laid a vigor 
ous finger on the acreage of some of them. He had the temerity 
to padlock the lucrative gambling saloons of others. To some 
factory strikers he dared to say, "More power to you, men! Strike! 
Unite!" 

Calles warned him he was going too far. When Cardenas 
would not scare or be intimidated by telephone, Calles pointedly 
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held court at Cuernavaca with some powerful senators. He con 
demned Cardenas's attitude towards strikers, and casually men 
tioned the resignation of Ortiz Rubio. Cardenas struck back so 
swiftly that he staggered the chief. He threw out the Calles cabi 
net and put in a new one predominantly for broad reform. Yet 
he was smart enough to choose for his secretary of agriculture 
a flaming reactionary and a passionate Catholic devotee, old Gen 
eral Saturnino Cedillo, who had risen from rags to feudal riches. 
Cedillo placated the clergy and temporarily stilled the privileged 
groups. The plausible Fortes Gil aided Cardenas greatly in switch 
ing callistas in the Cardenas group. Important officials stopped 
driving to Cuernavaca to take orders or pay court. The -desertion 
turned into a stampede. Mexicans of high integrity blushed for 
their politicians' shameful haste and hypocritical servility. 

The Iron Man was utterly unprepared for such a reversal. 
His bluff had never been called before. He fell ill. He went to 
California for medical care, and lay abed in a Catholic hospital 
and was tenderly nursed by nuns. After six months he felt strong 
enough to return to the capital and reclaim his power. He 
brought the discredited Luis Morones with him. But Cardenas 
had everything under control. Calles's only recourse now was to 
call his presidential choice a communist, as he himself had been 
called bolshevik in his time. The old revolutionary cried out for 
the nation to beware of the radicals. He urged workers to sup 
port the diamond-splurging Morones and "conservative labor 
unions." Cardenas remained wrapped in a mystical and dynamic 
silence. 

When the Mexico-Vera Cruz train was dynamited and thirteen 
passengers were killed, the callistas were blamed. A mass demon 
stration before the National Palace demanded the exile of Calles. 
Cardenas decided it would be best for the country's health, if the 
old chief were on alien ground. One April night at his ranch, 
as Calles lay propped up in bed recuperating from influenza, 
black silk pajamas and reading Mcin Kampj, he looked 
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up from his book to see a general and three soldiers standing in 
his room. He wondered if he were to be taken before a firing 
squad. But he was bundled off to the nearest airport. In the dawn 
of a Texas April his plane landed at Brownsville. Unshaven, 
his mustache ragged, his complexion greenish, Calles stepped 
out into exile. The Iron Man of Mexico looked so broken that 
the reporters who approached were oddly tongue-tied, "I am 
exiled," Calles announced bitterly, "because I opposed attempts 
to implant a dictatorship of the proletariat." But nothing he had 
to say mattered much now. 



PART NINE 
REDEEMER OF FORGOTTEN MEN 



23. The Way of the Redeemer Is Hard 

"But if any other things oppose thec, go on 
according to thy powers with due considera 
tion, keeping to that which appears to be just. 
For it is best to reach this object, and if thou 
dost fail, let thy failure be in attempting this. 
He who follows reason in all things is both 
tranquil and active at the same time, and also 
cheerful and collected'.' 



Though he is an avid reader, it may be doubted that Cardenas 
ever read Seneca. Yet across the ages he seems to have appropri 
ated a leaf from the stoic's book. "Would you rise in the world ?" 
Seneca said. "Then you must work while others amuse them 
selves. Are you desirous of a reputation for courage? You must 
risk your life. Would you be strong morally and physically? You 
must resist temptations. All this is paying in advance; that is 
prospective finance. Observe the other side erf the picture; the 
bad things are paid for afterwards." 

Lazaro Cardenas was born one erf eight children into a poor 
but well-thought-of mestizo family in the little town erf Jiquflpan, 
Michoacan, on May twenty-first, 1895. In 1855, the acme erf the 
Golden Age erf Diaz, his birthplace was a typical Mexican small 
town, without benefit of physician e*r sewer or mill to grind 
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meal for the tortillas. Water for drinking and washing had to 
be carried from the one well in the plaza. But the Cardenases 
were not peons. The father, Damaso, was among the four per 
cent of Mexicans who owned land. His tract, however, was small 
and rocky. But here, with his own horse and a wooden plow, he 
grew the family corn. Besides, he ran a small grocery shop where 
drugs also were sold. And to add to the meager budget, he once 
operated a one-table poolroom. 

Lazaro was a serious child who took to book-learning with 
curiosity and diligence. Though not a general favorite with his 
playmates in the town school because of his grave temperament, 
he was looked upon quite naturally as a leader. Legend repeat 
edly tells how his schoolmaster, a liberal in advance of his time, 
predicted he would some day be governor of Michoacan. Lazaro's 
formal schooling stopped at the equivalent of the sixth grade, 
when he was eleven, at the very age at which Juarez's began. The 
primary school did not go beyond the sixth year, and there was 
no secondary school in Jiquilpan. His father could not afford to 
send him away to study for a career. So he got him employment 
with the proprietor of the town's printing shop, a politico who 
was also the district tax collector. Lazaro's daily wage was half 
a peso. The two jobs of printer's devil and helper in the tax office 
gave the lad his initiation into the arcana of Mexican politics. 
Noting his alert, eager mind, his employer lent him books and 
periodicals. He became an inveterate reader, and at sixteen he was 
writing for a liberal newspaper called El Popular devoted to 
Madero and the maderi&a cause. At eighteen he was appointed 
town jailer, but he was too honest to make anything out of the 
potentially lucrative sinecure. Soon he determined to join a guer 
rilla band against the usurping Victoriano Huerta, who had 
killed Madero. Lazaro gave his sole prisoner a gun and took him 
along fee company. 

Yaueg Cardenas's promotions were as swift as his own forced 
mardkes. His habit of early rising served him well in battle, for 
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he was expert at what Mexicans call "dawning 9 * surprising the 
enemy at dawn before they are awake. In less than a year he was 
a captain of cavalry under Obregon. Moved by Villa's flaming 
championship of the common people, Cardenas took a significant 
portion of his cavalry over to him in January, 1915, and was made 
a lieutenant-colonel. Two months later he reappraised Villa and 
took some five hundred of his men over to General Calles, who 
made him a full colonel. He lacked some weeks of being twenty. 

At the time that he switched between the constitutionalist army 
and the forces of Villa, both were fighting against the common 
enemy Huerta, When Obregon became president in 1920 he ele 
vated the twenty-five-year-old Cardenas to brigadier-general and 
made him provisional governor of his home state, Michoacan. 
It was a wondrous rise for a small town boy with only a sixth- 
grade education. In the intervening years he had been entrusted 
with important military posts in Tehuantepec and Guanajuato, 
and for three years he was chief of military operations in Huas- 
teca, the jungle coastal region where a gigantic oil boom was in 
full swing. 

In his movement about Mexico, young Cardenas had seen his 
countrymen in all their humiliating poverty. He had lived where 
there were no schools, no medical aid, and where many existed 
touch-and-go with starvation. In Huasteca the contrast between 
the foreign oil men's pleasant, well-screened houses on the hills 
and the workers' sodden huts on tte pestilential swamp edges 
made a searing impression on him. "Why is it not the right of 
every roan of any race to have an adequate shelter to call home?" 
he asked himsel 

The contempt of the white foreigners for the dark-skinned 
Mexicans also burned into his soul. Not that the managers weren't 
most polite to the military commander of Huasteca, They were 
so delighted to have foim among them that he had hardly un 
packed wbea a brisk official came to pay his respects and, for a 
calling card, left a haadsoiBe aew Packard as a gift. It was just 
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an old oil-company custom to welcome new commanding officers 
with shiny cars as insurance that the docile workers would re 
main unprotesting. Cardenas's aides were enchanted with the 
Packard and voluble in its praise. (At the time he possessed only 
a wheezing jalopy, an ancient, second-hand Hudson.) They 
choked with disappointment when the commander coolly de 
clined the car. A few days later their hopes rose again the jalopy 
sputtered its last and was dqne for forever. The Packard was 
offered again. Like boys begging for a pony, his aides urged their 
young chief to take it. Again he declined. He purchased a demo 
cratic Dodge on the installment plan. 

Foreign capitalists learned early in his career that Lazaro 
Cardenas could not be bought. Mexican politicians and citizens, 
rich and poor, learned, too, that he was never to be swerved from 
principle or purpose. He first gained his reputation for honesty 
when he repaid a loan of 20,000 pesos which the business men of 
Vera Cruz had made to help General Obregon. This was con 
sidered most unconventional behavior. But he caused downright 
consternation among the military when he returned to the pay 
master general 93,000 pesos out of the 100,000 allowed him for 
"extraordinary military expenditures/ 5 By returning the unspent 
portion he implied he could be loyal without the traditional gen 
eral's fee for loyalty. 

Six years after he had served the brief term as provisional gov 
ernor of his home state, Cardenas ran for the office and was 
elected by a big popular majority. He was now thirty-one. As 
governor of Michoacan he carried out with vigor the agrarian 
program of the Revolution, giving land to the Indians according 
to the prescription. When the wealthy hacendados would promise 
him all sorts of things if he would spare their property, he would 
reply quietly, "It is my duty to carry out the ideals of the Revolu 
tion." In an effort to save her estates, a beautiful and fascinating 
Mexican lady who had married a Spanish marques crossed the 
ocean and sought an interview with the young governor. She 
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was received with grim courtesy. Highly intelligent as well as 
charming, the marquesa talked with convincing ardor for two 
hours, pointing out advantages to the workers and to the national 
economy if Cardenas would let her keep her land. She had con 
structive plans, she would do this and that for the workers, 
she insisted. Throughout the interview Cardenas answered every 
argument with the same sentence, "It is not the idea of the Rev 
olution." Sometimes he spoke indistinctly, looking off. Some 
times he looked at her with direct candor and spoke forcibly. 
But always the same refrain: "It is not the idea of the Revolu 
tion." The lady had less effect on Cardenas than the dubiously 
glamorous Princess Salm-Salm, pleading for the life of Maxi 
milian, had had on Juarez. She was left the hacienda house and 
barns and some three hundred and thirty acres. The tens of thou 
sands of acres went to the men who had worked the land. The 
marquesa hates "that stubborn peon/* as she calls him, to this 
day. 

Not only did Cardenas give land to the peasants, but he en 
couraged and advised them in person. He armed the new small 
holders and taught them to defend themselves against the "white 
guards" of the haciendas. He dinned accusations into the ears 
of the well-to-do estate owners: "Don't you know it is the duty 
of the rich and the fortunate to help the poor ?** 

Uplifting the Indian became the supreme purpose of Cardenas's 
life. He made trips into untraveled parts of his native state. 
Squatting before their humble huts with the Indians, he listened 
to their needs. Breaking all precedents, he was extremely accessi 
ble. The lowliest might come to the governor's mansion to pre 
sent his case, Cardenas gave a new impetus to education. He 
emboldened labor to demand and get better wages and living 
conditions. He brought running water to villages. What he did 
to help the "forgotten men" in his home state he was to do on 
a large scale six years later for the whole of Mexko. 

When his term of governorship was up and he was off to 
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Puebla to take the post of military commander, Cardenas had 
to borrow money for the journey. He had not squandered his 
salary on himself; he had given it away to those whose needs 
were urgent An infinitesimal portion of it he had spent on court 
ship. For at thirty-three he had fallen in love with a sixteen- 
year-old girl from his home state. She was Amalia Solorzano, 
and she came of a good, middle-class family of some means. 
Very pretty, demure in manner., but uncommonly independent 
in her thinking, she was being educated in a convent in Mexico 
City. Her parents, who opposed the match at first, considered 
her safe with the nuns. Because convents were operated against 
the law, however, the bewildered sisters did not dare refuse to 
let Cardenas come to call, for fear he would padlock the nun 
nery. They were afraid, too, to intercept the love letters that 
passed between them. When the nuns would deny Amalia some 
privilege, she could say, "If Lazaro should hear of this!" and the 
poor women could only cross themselves repeatedly and grant 
her request. Shortly before his nomination for the presidency the 
pair were married. 

The early-rising, hard-working Cardenas had not reached his 
fortieth birthday when he was inaugurated president of Mexico. 
His idol Madero was the only other important Mexican who be 
came president in his thirties. In this century only two men kave 
made a new spirit in Mexico. Each had the apostolic souL One 
was Francisco Madero. The other was Lazaro Cardenas. Madero 
iBade a new political spirit. Cardenas made a new social and 
economic spirit. He stands out as the most radical adrmmstra&3g: 
to occupy the presidential chair* In the January twenty-third, 
issue, tf^ editors of Life magazine, in the fifth year of Ms 
offered a most apt summation of the man himself; 
is probably the first completely fearless, honest ami 
politician to appear since Madero (assassinated in 
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Like Madero, Cardenas was something unique in Mexican poli 
ticswith a greater difference. Unorthodox and unpredictable, 
he was as enigmatic to the Mexican press as to foreign corre 
spondents. His imperturbability and intuition were attributed to 
his Tarascan ancestors. In print he was often spoken of as "the 
Indian/' though it is doubtful if his blood is Indian by half. But 
his oddly shaped head, which rises in the back, does give his 
profile a resemblance "to figures in Mayan bos relief? as the 
Weyls have said. The face is longish, the jaw strong, the chin 
slightly receding and stubborn. The Indians consider him hand 
some; some white Mexicans consider him homely. In photo 
graphs the most outstanding feature of his face is the mouth, 
with its protruding, sensuous lips, surmounted by a thick but 
closely cropped black mustache. When one comes into the pres 
ence of the man himself it is the eyes alone that seem significant. 
They are unforgettable eyes that see through and beyond, while 
observing the minutest detail at close range. They seem to seek 
the best in a man or a situation, and yet they are by no means 
incautious. In color, too, the eyes are extraordinary. They are 
green, or greenish hazel, flecked with gold. But the lashes arc 
so black and thick that sometiiaes undo: emotional stress the 
eyes appear to be fiery black. At times they seem to illuminate 
the glowing, light copper-tinged complexion, while faokling 
communion with some mystic force. 

Above medium height, Cardenas is impressive in figure. His 
muscular physique gives the impression of prodlgioiis vitality 
and elasticity. In the rare interviews he gives, his manner is alot 
and earnest. If be likes his questioner, he pots him at smiling 
and epen familiar ease. If he docs not fin*! him simfmtic lie cam 
assume a mask irf Indian impassivity. His Yoke is of good quality, 
pleasant, deep, vibrant and tenpened. He is not a naniral-fcorn 
pnHk speaker, but wfcat fa0 uttors comes so sinconeiy fern the 
bead: that be can stir his audiences to passionate allegiance and 
they fpnember wtal: be sap. His inherat: personal magnetism 
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is of such quality that both friend and foe speak of his "political 
sex appeal." His aura is one of dynamic serenity, but there is a 
tenacity in his make-up as durable as the grain of iron wood. His 
roots go so deep into his native soil that opposing whirlwinds 
cannot uproot him. 

At the beginning of his regime Cardenas kept as completely 
out of the limelight as possible. He granted almost no interviews 
and so attracted little attention as a "personality." But someone 
ventured to write prophetically of him as "a figure of great prom 
ise and unlimited uncertainty." 

In his direct, unspectacular way, Cardenas straightway began 
broking precedents, both public and private. Eight days after 
his inauguration he announced that the national telegraph com 
pany would transmit free of charge, every day between twelve 
and one, messages from the public explaining to him their urgent 
needs. In the office and at home he often reversed the accepted 
order and received the tattered and darker-skinned first. He weak 
ened the control of professional politicians like Emilio Fortes Gil 
by taking into the fold of PNR representatives of labor unions 
and peasant organizations. He was the first president to advocate 
woman suffrage and the independence of women. "Women must 
organize," he said, "so that the home shall cease to be looked 
upon as a prison to them," He refused to make his own home 
in Chapultepec Palace, the official residence of presidents since 
Maximilian. He transformed that historic building into a museum 
so that the lowliest could enter freely where only privileged feet 
had trod before. He and his young wife took an unpretentious, 
attractive house in the suburbs. Instead of appearing before diplo 
mats in die conventional black, he wore well-tailored business 
suits of some gray or brownish tweed mixture. His own needs 
being more tban met by his salary, Cardenas divided his lemon 
farm in Midboac&i among the workers, giving each a share and 
Menriiig one like share for his little son. And at the reading of 
J$p wil dE IMS fa&er-in-kw he persuaded his wife to deed her 
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portion of the land Immediately to the workers who lived on it. 
These two latter private actions the general public has not even 
heard of. 

Lazaro Cardenas would have delighted the heart of Thorstein 
Veblen, because he scorned the "conspicuous expenditure" of the 
leisure class and discarded superfluities right and left. He let it 
be known that his was not to be a society regime, with great 
dinners, and that no liquor was to be dispensed in his house. 
Because he is so remarkably virile and enjoys the simple things 
of life with such gusto, Cardenas scorns stimulants as much as 
he despises affectations. Not only does he neither drink nor 
smoke, but he disapproves of bullfights. He did not attend a 
single fight while he was president, and he will not permit his 
little son to wear toreador costume as do the neighbor boys. 
He looks down on prizefighting as degrading. On one of his 
visits to Oaxaca, when the reception committee had arranged a 
program of boxing matches tor his entertainment^ Cardenas 
asked if they could not substitute some Indian folk dances, which 
they did. 

Despite his condemnation of public display of brutality or 
cruelty in any form as deleterious to the national character, BO 
one has ever accused him of being soft. His endurance is so nearly 
superhuman as to be proverbial. Four or five hours of sleep suf 
fice to keep Kim in trim. He can outride, ootswim, and outwalk 
any of his aides. 

His bitterest enemies pay tribute to his personal courage. He 
has 0ever carried a revolver except in war, and he has steadfastly 
refused to liave a bodyguard. Once in the omth, in his chief 
enemy's stroiiglioid, someone in the crowd began shooting at his 
presidential train as k was pulling away from the station. Car 
denas immediately mAmd tfee train to be stopped aad backed 
up. Then, cfe^oodkg afoae and unarmed, he walked swiftly up 
to the bystanders ad aAed who had foed the shots and wfey. 
There was n confes^on^ B0 answer, only a genera! emotion of 
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shame. But by his impulsive bravery Cardenas had turned ene 
mies into friends. 

The one time Cardenas is known to have gone into a church 
during his presidency he risked his life. On a Sunday in a small 
town in Guanajuato, an open-air educational program was in 
process in the plaza. According to the story, the priest, resenting 
the competition, incited his communicants to break it up. In their 
zeal they killed a young lecturer, and they were about to finish 
off the other performers when Cardenas happened to arrive, in 
the midst of the turmoil. "Put up your knives and get back into 
the church/ 3 he commanded the fanatical; "I have something 
to say to you." When the muttering worshipers were reassembled, 
Cardenas walked down to the chancel, turned and faced them. 
"You should be ashamed of yourselves," he said with cool pas 
sion. 'Those people out there were doing no harm. They were 
sent by the state to teach and enlighten. This house was made 
to speak the truth of the religion which says 'Love your neigh 
bor.' It was not built for its priest like that cowering coward 
in the corner there to send people out to kill their brothers." 

Cardenas broke precedent in never killing a political enemy 
while he was president. Because he hated the aggressive implica 
tions of the word "war," he changed the name ministry of war 
to ministry of national defense. He decreed complete freedom 
of the press, and let anti-administration criticism fly about as 
unrestrained as from the soapboxes of Hyde Park. 

Though he soon began to be called a cloud-dweller, Cardenas 
possesses an uncommonly clear mind. And before his first year 
was out, the visionary had plucked up by the roots an entrenched 
dictatorial dique without having to kill anyone. He had accoiBr 
ptislied a bfoodless revolution. Where Calles had said, ex 

"Ttie Revolution has gone far enough," Cardenas 
has jost got started." The Revolution had promised redemption 
and lustaal wage-earner. It had promised to break 
and give land to the land-hungry. It had 
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promised education and better health to the masses. Cardenas 
accepted as his bounden duty the task to make good all the 
lapsed pledges. "The main road of the new phase of the Revolu 
tion," he said 3 "is the inarch of Mexico towards socialism." By his 
own definition, though, this movement "departed equally from 
the anachronistic norms of classical liberalism and from those 
which are proper to communism that is undergoing an experi 
ment in Soviet Russia." He admired above all the social democ 
racies of Scandinavia- But he studied the needs of his people in 
relation to their temperaments and potentialities and Mexico's 
resources and mores, and he used common sense as well as hu 
manitarian principles to motivate his reforms. 

Many of those things Jose Morelos had planned for Mexico 
in 1814 now began to work in 1935. Morelos, a century and two 
decades ahead of his time, had conceived an advanced democracy. 
What Cardenas attempted to do in six years caused men to say, 
variously, "Cardenas is twenty-five, fifty, a hundred years ahead 
of his time." At the core of Cardenas's program, as at that of 
Morelos, was the desire to moderate penury and luxury in Mexico* 
He looked upon the Indians as a race disinherited from its own 
country. He opposed the typical iipper-dass ideology that says 
the Indians need a master, that they fare best wfaea treated as 
children and worked humanely as slaves. He determined to fadp 
them in their Sniggle fear the minimiim of human rights. "We 

OD C? 

want fewer Indians and more Mexicans/* lie said. 

Cardeaas's main ob)ectives were four: (i) To give land no 
all peasants who needed it; (2) to raise the living standards o 
workers; (3) to gifc eirery CHIC a dbaftoc ai: an education; (4) 10 
the health <rf the country. He was Aefaexmrnsd to gel sH 



die psychological aed material foots of the people's 
Wlim he did not sedt don out, lie let tic Iodises OMUC to tin 
and speak of woe* And Ms toisc, Bcnuns 

temperament., lie listened with saint-like patkace while they 
talked in thdr hesitant, roundabout way. These people have 
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such needs," he said, "I cannot give them everything. But I can 
at least give them patience." He could not promise all they 
wanted, but he promised what he could. "You shall have the 
bridge." "A water pipe will bring water to the village." 'There 
shall be a little co-operative mill to grind the corn for your 
tortillas!' "A road shall be built so that you can get your produce 
to a bus line." "You shall have a doctor in this district." "The 
school house shall get a new roof." "No, I cannot give you all 
fountain pens." Cardenas went to the people and the people went 
to him. The politicians in between counted for so little. This was 
his greatest innovation of all direct government. 

A wit conceived a joke, which circulated widely, revealing 
where Cardenas put the emphasis in administration. The presi 
dent was concentrating on work at his official desk one morning 
when his private secretary presented him with memoranda of 
urgent business. "Crisis with the railway workers." "Pass it on 
to the minister of communications," said the president. "Sisal 
production in Yucatan under par." "Tell the minister of agri 
culture." "Important message from the United States State De 
partment." "Tell the minister of foreign affairs." "Big bank scan 
dal imminent." "Inform finance." The procedure was interrupted 
by one of the free telegrams from a remote village, Santa Maria 
del Tule. It was signed Juan Diego. "My corn perished with 
drought, my burro lay down and died, I have malaria, and my 
wife is having a baby." Brushing documents aside, Cardenas rose 
with alacrity. "Order the presidential train. We go to Santa 
Maria." 

If they heard in advance that he was coming, the proud and 
grateful peopk would erect flower arches for Cardenas to walk 
under. But he preferred to have his visits unheralded no re- 
committees, BO banners, no bands. He generally just 
in a town, walking along the streets with the crowd, 
sit; on a bench in the public square and talk wkfa 
Tise w&d weld spread, "Lazaro has come to help us.** 
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And the townspeople turned out and the country people would 
pour in to look at him, He visited schools, jails, hjospitals. In the 
charity wards he would stop for a word of cheer among the 
worst sufferers. It never occurred to him that his ways were un 
orthodox. 

Hubert Herring well describes what happened when Cardenas 
visited a town: "They crowd in upon the president, everyone 
would touch him, some would embrace him, the children hold 
flowers up for him. And for all a greeting, a clasp of the hand, 
a word of affection . . . The startled pride, the hungry joys of 
the people have a religious quality/' 

Cardenas never seemed to weary of the strain. "It actually 
seems to rest him to have lots of Indians hovering around him 
asking for things," one of his secretaries said. His ministers and 
senators were exhausted when they returned from inspection 
tours with him. He could be up at five and going strong until 
midnight day after day looking, listening, making decisions? 
giving orders. If it was necessary to go by horseback the presi 
dential party went that way, and walked the last miles when 
riding was impossible. Cardenas could relish the humble food 
of the peasants and a blanket spread under the stars. His party 
often had little taste for his rough-and-ready regime. Once when 
the presidential train was resting at Patzoiaro and the hungry 
senators aboard were just about to sit down to a dinner the chef 
had prepared with especial pride> an Indian dashed up on horse 
back to beg Cardenas to come to his village over the mountains 
to settle some big trouble. "Come, we must all go at once,* 5 
Cardenas said to the dismayed party- "But my beautiful dinner?** 
wailed the dxe "Ser?e it to those hungry-locAing people gapiag 
in at the wiocfows/* Cardenas said. "But what about BS? W howled 
the senators. **WeTI eat beaas ami toxins witt the Indians." 

The men dose IB Cardmas learned that they had IB Eve most 
abstemious Ikes 10 kieep up wkh him.. Ton will kill yourself/* 
his friends would say to liiin; ^yoti caa\ keep up this pace." He 
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would answer: "There is so much to do, so little time . If I am 
used up in six years, what does it matter?" Cardenas knew he 
could only begin many reforms and public works. He knew that 
it required time as well as long patience to transform a social 
structure. But, working on the manifold businesses at hand, he 
ever kept a vision of the future. 

Like Disraeli, Cardenas believed that "the health of the people 
is really the foundation upon which all their happiness and their 
powers as a state depend." But he knew that health could not be 
achieved merely by constructing hospitals and creating more 
physicians. It had to begin with a basic education. So he ordered 
rural primary schools to be built as quickly as possible, and at 
least two thousand new ones a year came into operation during 
Ms regime. The figures for schools stood between seven thousand 
and eight thousand when Cardenas became president; the num 
ber of teachers between nine thousand and ten thousand. When 
he left office Mexico could boast of twenty-one thousand schools, 
forty-four thousand teachers, and almost two million pupils. 

In 1935, through the ministry of education, he published a plan 
of action in regard to the primary "socialist" school. Education 
was to be compulsory; free; co-educational; scientific to give an 
evolutionary concept of the world; of a welfare nature when 
essential so that poor children suffering from malnutrition 
should have food; integral to co-ordinate physical, intellectual, 
^and social education. A children's bill of rights was drawn up ; its 
ideals ky close to Cardenas's heart/Children, it declared, 'had 
&e right "to be bom of healthy parents, with the means to bring 
ttem up properly. They had the right to receive proper nourish 
ment, t> develop their talents and abilities regardless of race, 
deed, ecooomk or social position. They had the right to weli- 
acjppped, wdl-veatiated school rooms, with plenty of time for 
ia the &esh air." As to responsibilities, k was their 
^^ wosfc fee Ae bettomoat of the general welfare and to 
and Ifflmaoky in the figfef for social justice.** 
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Like missionaries going into the wilderness, teachers were sent 
forth to spread the blessings of a new gospel. The path of the 
Cardenas rural-school teacher was not one strewn with wild 
flowers. The landlords feared the power of the peons if they were 
educated. The church frowned on these new secular schools as 
communistic and anti-religious. Many of the Indians^ speaking 
only their ancient dialects and bound to ancestral superstitions, 
were distrustful of anything new. In various parts of Mexico two 
hundred teachers were killed, women as well as men. Some were 
shot in the back; some, hanged; one or two, burned alive. Others 
were tied to automobiles and dragged on rocky roads until there 
was no power in their mangled bodies to impart any knowledge 
whatever. In an Jaliscan village one teacher's murdered body 
was chopped into mincemeat and flung out into the fields like 
manure. 

Often village officials were in the pay of the landlords and 
would do nothing to protect the teachers. So Cardenas provided 
revolvers for the teachers and they went to their duties armed. 
To encourage the faint-hearted, the president visited numerous 
schools himself, sang the national anthem with the childrai, 
shook their grimy little paws, reassured their parents. As fresh, 
dauntless spirits continued to take the places of the murdoned 
ones, finally the landlords and die religious fanatics gave op the 
fight and let the schools carry on. In 1939 Cardenas awarded 
pensions for life to the dependents of teachers who had lost tfadr 
EveisriEr sp&eadktg rural enli^tcmmeot. 

The teaching of hygiene was ooe of the most important works 
of the rural schoolmaster, and socsetiiBes he had to be both 
physkiaa and aurse, at the risk erf his life. Teachers who dis- 
tribitol and adiBiBisteitd the free quinine, vaccines aad saunas 
sujpffed by the dcparteieat of health were menaced by dbe 
Indian witchdoctors. 

Eiwy goE^Sn^^km in Merit has had a $m^c, and has 
demanded ii$ crop rf martfEs* Bet Cardems was detaraified to 
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make the masses health-conscious, in order to try to halt the 
annual toll from infant mortality, gastric infections, malaria, 
tuberculosis, and dysentery, that most prevalent and accursed of 
all diseases in Mexico. 

In a survey the president had made in 1936, there was found 
to be only one physician for each nine hundred and fourteen 
square kilometers in rural Mexico, one for about each seven 
thousand persons. The proportion varied with the states. At the 
bottom was Queretaro, with only one doctor for fifty-two thou 
sand persons. Some sixty per cent of the population of Mexico 
received no scientific medical attention whatever. So, in spite 
of all opposition, traveling ambulance units, like mechanized 
knights-errant, proclaimed the new way to health wherever roads 
went When roads ended, the pioneers of mercy made up burro 
cavalcades. 

The Indians resented health units tampering with the village 
well. Evil spirits in the water tanks were what bred dysentery 
not those unseen things called germs. The backwoods people 
believed in curative brews as weird as the mess in the witches* 
caldron in Macbeth. One supposedly infallible medicinal tea was 
made from powdered woodpeckers' heads. Another special nos 
trum required "tears from a widowed sow." As groups of health 
officers descended on villages with their vaccinating needles, the 
people fed to the woods as if escaping a legion of stinging ants. 
Quarantines were utterly unknown even in sizable towns, and 
often the army had to be called on to enforce a quarantine in 
times of epidemic. 

An excellent native motion picture called The Forgotten Vil 
lage, for which John Steinbeck provided the running commen 
tary, told a typical story of the struggle to bring health instruction 
asel remedial agencies into the backwoods. Like the school teach- 
&s,seie pioneering physicians and nurses met deatii at the hands 
df incited by the fealons cfaann Ibealers. So the govern- 
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ment ordered the young physicians to carry revolvers in their 
medical kits. 

In 1936, at a congress held in Morelia, Mexico's medical service 
in rural districts submitted a project in group medicine, to be 
partially government financed and partially paid for by the peo 
ple. In group medicine the fee for complete medical care for an 
entire family was to be as low as twelve pesos a year ($2.40). 
Cardenas supported the idea with all his might. 

He gave orders for eleven military hospitals^ to be constructed 
"in strategic centers of operation," and for forty regional hospi 
tals. When he could not find the money for provincial town hos 
pitals, his imagination led him to various workable expediencies. 
For instance, in Patzcuaro he built a large motion-picture house 
for the municipality, and the profits he used for financing the 
conversion of a disused monastery into a charity hospital. As 
monthly profits mounted, the very latest surgical equipment, 
X-ray machines, and sterilizers were installed. The hospital is a 
cheery place, spreading around a fountained patio filled with 
flowers. Its directing nurse was formerly a nun who had been 
brought up in a druggist shop in Morelia where her father was 
the leading apothecary. 

But it was far easier for Cardenas to create new hospitals than 
to dissolve the charlatanism and bureaucratic red tape and favori 
tism that existed in medkal circles. That discouraging story 
Vema Carleton Millan tells with vivid authenticity HI Mexico 
Reborn. She knows the story as perhaps DO ocher does* for she has 
been married to the distinguished Mexican physician, Dr. Igaado 
Millie, for tea years. Her husband, who was recently made the 
head of Mexico's cancer clink, fought side by side with Gbdmas 
against incraMbk odds aad all the traditional reactionary atti- 
tades of the Mexican oiedka! pro! essiori. 

Cardenas Kstoaed ID die advice of Dr. Milan, who is wkkly 
recognized as another sdiess pafcriot !a Mexico's crying need 
CM- fAyskkB^ MiEio's plaa was to recruit rural doctors fema 
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rural districts; to take the cream of those students who were able 
to finish vocational science courses and to give them a medical 
education at government expense. In return for this free educa 
tion, the students were pledged to practice in rural districts for 
five years. 

In 1938, Dr. Millan's school of rural medicine was opened at 
the Polytechnic Institute. The funds were so scant that the noted 
physician taught half a day for twenty dollars a month, but he 
was able to recruit a competent staff at the same meager salary. 
The penniless students received allowances for living expenses. 
The medical course was stepped up to five years instead of six, 
and in 1943 the first class of doctors was graduated. 

To make as many ignorant people health-conscious as quickly 
as possible, another excellent idea was promulgated by the faculty 
of the medical college. Instead of the graduates becoming interns 
in city hospitals, they were sent for six months into communities 
that had never known a doctor. Medicine was free, fees were nil. 
The salary was ninety pesos a month. The physician novices had 
to train their own nurses and set up their clinics where they 
could. At the end of the period, for their thesis they were to 
write a tabulated survey of their community the kind of people, 
climate, sanitation, diet, income, and special diseases of the region. 
On completing their six-month rural internship and their thesis, 
they receive their degrees. Not only has the plan been of eminent 
value in its compilation of essential information, but in revealing 
to the young physicians the terrible needs of their less fortunate 
compatriots. Many students from well-to-do families, who heart 
ily resented their primitive assignments, became interested in the 
humanitarian aspects of the work and of their own volition 
loomed to die regions of their novitiate for further practice and 
study, 

Along wiA the coming of the pioneering student doctors, the 

dtng^oires were opened up in remote towns. And in every 

wene tacked up posters that told stories, as obvious 
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as comic strips,, in which Germs Dirt were the personifica 
tions of man's enemies. A paper, Hygiene, 

distributed the land. In Mexico City a building on 

Calie Juarez rented turned into a of for 

public instruction. 

Cardenas the mortality 

decline. But he had not a 

healthy country by and care alone, A prime 

cause of Mexican lay in poverty. The did not 

have to eat and they not to the 

food. Cardenas was to eradicate malnutrition if he 

could. Fkst of all, to soil on which to grow their 

food. He had tried from the to remedy this de 

ficiency by to the land-hungry. 



24. Tierra 

"He and his fathers have been serfs; it ta\es 
time for him to wal\ erect as a free man!' 

HUBERT HERRING 

As the crux of the Cardenas ideology was the belief that a man 
who desired land and who would work it should have it. "No 
man can be a citizen unless he walks on something of his own," 
the president said. So he proceeded to give land to men, to make 
them conscious of citizenship; At the end of his third year in 
office Cardenas had distributed among the peasants six million 
more acres than all the preceding administrations together. On 
July twenty-first, 1939, during his fifth year, the president summed 
up the land distribution of his previous years; thirty-seven million 
acres in all had been re-divided. In his farewell address to con 
gress on September first, 1940, he presented the final figures of 
land distribution under his regime; the total area amounted to 
45,330,119 acres. 

Of course, the problem was not so simple as merely giving 
land to the hungry peasants. There were matters of credit, tools, 
seed, farm ^nimak., agricultural guidance, to arrange. All of 
these factors Cardenas met as well as he could with the human 
material he had to work with and the slimness of the national 
treasury. And nature, like human nature, in Mexico is uncom- 
roonly unaccountable. Droughts were obstacles to success, as well 
as was corruption in some bank clerks and laziness in some peas 
ants. The president had to warn the farmers against being cheated 
wtea Aey sold their produce. His agronomists had to struggle 
to make tbeoi take up new methods. 

But wfcen Cardenas went out of office it was absurd to deny 

320 
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the economic betterment of the peons who received land. The 
most superficial observer, if not blind with prejudice, could see 
improvement in the houses, the clothes, and the daily food. But 
from Cardenas's viewpoint, more significant was the change in 
the people's psychology "from servility to independent worker," 

On October sixth, 1936, Cardenas, the audacious innovator, 
made high and wide head-lines when he expropriated at one 
blow about a million acres of land in Coahuila and Durango. 
The district was known as Laguna, and was the finest cotton- 
growing land in the country. In 1936 almost three hundred thou 
sand acres were under cultivation. For decades the region had 
paid handsomely the dozen families who owned it. But the thirty 
thousand peon families who worked the land were among the 
most pathetically poor in the whole republic. No tales of ruthless 
dispossession of workers at the introduction of modern machin 
ery, no reports of callous indifference to starvation in unproduc 
tive seasons, have been surpassed by those in the Laguna. The 
worker's daily wage when he was employed was one peso, 
and sometimes it dropped as low as eighty centavos. Work hours 
were as long as in the blackest days of slavery. 

When Lombardo Toledano*s labor union, CTM, was created 
with Cardenas's blessing in 1936, the workers in the Laguna fields 
and their fifteen thousand desperate, dispossessed brothers had a 
chance to be redeemed. In August, thousands of agrarian laborers 
throughout the Laguna struck. As to wages, they asked only ooe 
peso seventy-five eentavos a day, with a seven-day payieoit for 
six days* work. But they also demanded medical caare, sefiodk, 
and decent booses to replace their miserable shacks. All o these 
demands were quite within the law. The landlords* however, 
considered tiicm prtpostooos and coafiscatory. In the deadlock^ 
die entire Mexka oottei crop was in jeopardy. Calling Iiis eo> 
advisers together, Cardenas made one of Ms climac$k cb- 
He signed an expropriation decree, and then proceeded 
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in person to Laguna to advise with the agrarian commission and 
to help direct the parceling of land. 

Production in Laguna was to be an experiment in scientific 
and collectivized farming. Nothing like it in scale had ever been 
attempted in this hemisphere. The lands were allotted to newly 
created ejidal groups, each a separate co-operative society. Ma 
chinery for co-operative use was ordered. Technical advisers were 
employed. Methods were devised to control and distribute the 
the waters from the rivers that pverflow in the autumn. Con 
struction of an enormous dam, El Palmito, was ordered begun. 
It was to be the largest dam in the Western Hemisphere south 
of Boulder Dam. It represented an investment of twenty-five 
million pesos and was to be completed by 1940. Special imple 
menting work in the Bank of Ejidal Credit was inaugurated 
to provide the workers what money was immediately needful in 
commodity production and for their daily living. When the har 
vest came in, the ejidatarios were to pay off their debt to the 
bank and receive their share in the profits. Despite the curses 
and sabotage of the naturally furious landlords, it began to look 
as if the experiment in co-operation was to have a successful first 
season. But an unexpected enemy wrought havoc. Perverse nar 
tore blighted the region with one of the worst droughts it ever 
experienced. The crop was a failure. And because there was no 
profit, many of the disappointed ejidatarios blamed Cardenas 
rather than the rainless season. 

In 1938, however, the crop was middling good. The Ejidal 
Credit Bank distributed over three million pesos in profits, after 
setting aside twenty-seven million pesos for past expenses and 
die next year's sowing. Four hundred tractors and fifteen thou 
sand plows were purchased New, neat, well-windowed schools 
sprang up. At the end of 1938 the total of rural schools in the 
Lacuna i^cm was cloise to three hundred. MiHs for the co- 
j^is*fag of meal were established, and chicken runs, 
^^^^1 c^-op^^ivdy, were arranged. A modern 
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equipped Ejidal Hospital was soon in operation in Torreoo, the 
town in the heart of the district. Group-medicine membership 
shortly reached over thirty thousand. The ]idatarios began to 
buy shoes and the kind of groceries and clothes they had never 
known before, and even radios and stoves. Many left their straw 
mats to sleep in beds for the first time. Merchants in Torreon, 
bidding for the rustic trade, began to address the ejidatarios as 
"senores.* 5 The old manager of Torreon's single moving-picture 
house in 1936 had wailed that the new order would ruin him, 
that never again would he have those fine motor cars of the 
well-to-do lined up in front of his place, that he would have to 
close. But in 1938 so many tmckloads of peasants were arriving 
to see the movies that he could not accommodate them. By the 
end of 1941 Torreon could boast of seven cinemas instead of oae, 

Enemies of the Revolution those who have never visited Tor- 
reoci and Laguna, or not since 1937 still maintain that co 
operative cpdo farming in the region is a failure. They say that 
the ejidatarios merely swapped masters, the government bank in 
exchange for the h&cend&do. But despite the dubious features 
of the new order and some bureaucratic ccrruptioe and inepti 
tude that seem inevitable in Mexico^ the ejidt&mri&s are far bettor 
off than they ever were before. Not one would dream of 
ing to the old ways if he could* 

Cardenas had expected mistakes to be mack, bit tiiese 
he said, would in time be rectified or eradkajfcetl At first the 
agents might not always bey the seed best adapted for a proper 
region, or the proper machinery. Aa inferior system erf oaarkd:- 
ing might taire to be revised. Wiioa graft and bureaucratic ii&- 
cmpefceii3e wwe de&eeled, faowcro^ he promised tbat cff enders 
would be removed and punished. Let the critics censure, he said, 
after feme years 



Four yeams kfier, m February , 1941, Avik Camatk/$ wry 
minister cf agrkritme, Goma^ inasfe a frank report cm 

Laguna. Admitting freely all failures and miscalculations, IK 
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pointed up the indubitable success. Now one hundred and seven 
million pesos of the original one hundred and twenty-six million 
had been liquidated. And though the ejidatarios had received 
only nine million pesos in profits,, they had the inestimable bene 
fits from good schools, water-supply systems in the villages,, and 
medical care and hospitalization. Men had become proficient in 
new skills, in mechanics, in electrical plants, in operating tractors, 
in accounting. "The prosperity is established," said Gomez. "The 
optimism of the region is reborn. That optimism is not illusory. 
It is a prosperity based on the riches of the soil and on the hard 
work and spirit and enterprise of the men of the Laguna." 

In 1942 and 1943 some of the more fortunate ejidatarios were 
able to pay off all their debts and offered to pay for the land 
the government had given them. But, of course, the land already 
belonged to them, they were told. With the profits they were 
to continue to raise their standards of living and their qualities 
of citizenship. 

Cardenas is one of those persons who perceives the "elements 
of magnificence in plain men." He believes in the possibility of 
building greatness by the routine labor of every day. But he had 
to fight first for the minimum of human rights. He threw his 
weight into helping the industrial workers of Mexico to help 
themselves. To fortify him, he had the authority of the 1917 
constitution's Article 123. To help him push immediately the 
cause of the working man, he had one of the most intelligent 
and forceful personalities ever to rise in the labor unions of the 
hemisphere, Vicente Lombardo Toledano. 

By Article 123 collective bargaining, minimum wages and 
hours, and compensation insurance were all prescribed. But in 
practice everything had fallen far short of the conditions en 
visioned by the authors of the article. Judged by any standards, 
the demands of labor seem little enough. Two years before 
became president, the wages were scandalously low. 
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The millionaire Abelardo Rodriguez, as Calles's minister of 
industry, commerce, and labor, had been profoundly shocked at 
the results of his own investigations. A few months before he 
himself became president, he wrote that he was convinced that 
four pesos a day was the minimum wage on which a man 
might live and support his family. He found that a salary of 
hunger was almost universal; that only occasionally did it reach 
the category of bare necessity; and almost never of comfort. He 
found the minimum wage to be about one peso and six centavos, 
and he discovered sections where the daily hire for ten hours 
was as low as sixty centavos. 

Rodriguez, the capitalist, had said four pesos should be mini 
mum. The radical Lombardo Toledano had a struggle to get the 
minimum to three pesos fifty. And for all his dynamic vigor and 
spell-binding oratory, Lombardo Toledano had tremendous dif 
ficulties in getting labor to stick together. Labor disputes often 
led to deadly organizational conflicts. In 1935 and 1936 seventy- 
two textile workers were killed in inter-union feuds. Cardenas 
pled for harmony. In eight states the president personally used 
his influence to bring disputing factions together. "In union 
lies strength/' he repeatedly told the workers. "Quit your 
petty bickering among yourselves. Each quarrel within labor 
strengthens intrenched capital." Then he put the matter more 
cleverly: "Only organized labor can force roe or any other citizen 
in power to satisfy the needs of the people." 

During Oardenas's first three years there were several hundred 
strikes a year. The wage scale could not remain static, because 
of changes in the cost of living. Almost as soon as a s&iix had 
brought about an increase o fifty cmtavos, the advanced living 
costs would dbtfceote its value as real wage. Mexican courts 
began to favor labor in almost erery dispute that: reached them. 
Tbe prdctariat grew in stftaigtk Wages for tcxtik, oil, and 
mine workers increased sixty per cent: in Cardeaas*s first 
years. 
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In February of 1936 Mexican workers combined in the largest 
organization that had ever existed in Mexico. The new federation 
was formed on a basis of industrial unionism and was called the 
Confederacion dc Trabajadores Mexicanos (CTM). Its initial 
membership went beyond half a million. Lombardo Toledano 
was, of course, its head. 

By 1938, CTM was claiming to affect the lives of approxi 
mately a million workers. It organized an excellent sports pro 
gram to relieve industrial fatigue. It became a political power 
in state and national elections,, throwing its influence towards 
that candidate who promised to help labor. Its social and eco 
nomic victories were significant. It proved to be a potent instru 
ment in bringing about some of Cardenas's social reforms. 

Cardenas met his most formidable opposition in the heavily 
industrialized Monterrey region. But he unequivocably declared 
that his revolutionary regime favored the weaker side in the 
struggle. Strikes were legitimate weapons, he maintained; the 
lock-out was unpatriotic. He warned Monterrey industrialists 
not to organize against labor. He pointed out the danger of armed 
strife if they made "political capital out of anti-union agitation." 
c 'If employers grow too weary of the social struggle," he said, 
blandly, "they can always hand over their factories to the workers 
or the government that would be patriotic." 

Regarding it as anti-social for machinery to remain idle, the 
president would not permit the Monterrey factories to close down. 
He announced his intention of leasing all idle factories and giv 
ing them to the workers to run as co-operatives, under state 
direction. "When a factory refuses to obey labor laws or deci 
sions of arbitration boards or when it ceases operations," Cardenas 
said, "it can by law be expropriated and turned over to the 
i^ofker/* A law was passed in 1936 to empower the president to 
?cr any property "required for social utility." The cxpro- 
piOfCfty was to be paid for oa the basis of assessed valtia-, 
*pMfo. fm years. Cardenas did not desire to take over any, 
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private industry for cither the workers or the government; for 
he realized neither was trained sufficiently in socialism to suc 
ceed. But with private enterprise fighting him bitterly and re 
fusing to co-operate, the threat of expropriation was his most 
potent weapon. 

Cardenas and Lombardo Toledano were an amazingly power 
ful combination. They worked well together and did much for 
labor. Though both were striving for the betterment of the 
common man's lot, there was a basic difference in their motives, 
Cardenas's motive was selfless; his ruling principle was never a 
will to power. Lombardo Toledano was believed to be profoundly 
interested in his own personal career. 

The two dynamos were not always in ideological accord, Lom 
bardo Toledano had undergone considerable change in attitude 
after an extended visit to Soviet Russia. When he was dismissed 
from the University of Mexico in 1933 for his "unwelcome Marx 
ist views," he straightway formal his own university where there 
would be no censorship of his curricula. It became known late 
in 1935 as the Workers' University. Lomfoardo Toledano was 
the rector. The teaching had a predominant commtiiiist skat. 
But though he printed and distributed series of leftist pamphlets 
and spoke warmly in praise of Russia, he ever denied any direct 
affiliation with Stalinist communism. He called Wmself a Marx 
ist The thousand-odd students under his tutelage came mostly 
from industrial workers, though some were peasant boys. They 
received a good education at the smallest possible cost. The pro 
letarian university was supported partially by government fand% 
and endowed witb Cardenas's good will But m> prowire from 
the socialist student committees could persuade Cardenas to m> 
0gntz and establish diplomatic relations wkfa Soviet Russia. 

Cardenas applied cf Ijoeitedo Takdano's aim, thfotigb the 
Workers* Usi^eraty and Ws zm$%p& H P0ffe% to wa&& 
labor so unified in spirit that: fe wotiH ranaia strong regardless 
dF pro- or anti-labor sentinients erf Moio/s clikf exeaitbes. But 
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he stopped considerably short of some of the labor leader's more 
radical theories. As much as he liked Lombardo Toledano, he 
did not think it prudent to permit one man to be too powerful. 
When the labor leader attempted to seize too much power for 
himself by incorporating the farmers* union with his CTM, 
Cardenas said, "Hands off ! The peasants have their own leagues 
which serve them very well." When Lombardo Toledano began 
to militarize CTM and asked its members to put in a certain 
number of hours a week in drilling, Cardenas set the peasants' 
organization to drilling. 

In January, 1937, Cardenas's government granted complete 
freedom of the press. And when Lombardo Toledano organized 
a mass demonstration against the reactionary papers, Cardenas 
refused to support it, and it fizzled. Its leader was extremely 
dubious about Cardenas's general amnesty of February, which 
permitted the return to Mexico of all political exiles, an esti 
mated ten thousand, virtually all of whom were of conservative 
bent But the CTM's leader and the president were in accord in 
June, when the foreign-owned National Railways of Mexico 
were expropriated "for reasons of public welfare." The roads were 
greatly in need of repair, and the rolling stock was in a perilous 
condition. Wrecks had been frequent. No foreign capital could 
be obtained. So the federal government had to do the financing. 
In August the management of the railways was promised to the 
workers. And on April twenty-first of the next year the senate 
approved the bill to turn them over to the workers' administra 
tion. It was a bold experiment and it proved a failure, even as 
certain union leaders had feared. 

On the most publicized and controversial issue of the entire 
administration, the oil expropriations, Lombardo Toledano sup 
ported Cardenas with all his eloquent might 



25. Heroic Madness 

"Twenty or thirty years ago the heroic mad 
ness of Cardenas in expropriating the oil prop- 
erties could not have succeeded!' 

FRANCISCO CASTIl-LO NAJERA 

In May, 1937, seventeen thousand oil workers struck. They re 
turned to work on condition that the labor arbitration board 
would investigate the economic condition of the companies, to 
determine their capacity to pay increased wages and to create 
certain social services. The depldTable housing and disgusting 
sanitation conditions of the workers were documented by pho 
tographs and charts and displayed by government agents. The 
board's report was presented in August. It showed that the Mexi 
can oil worker's wage was less than one-third that paid in the 
United States. It reckoned the production costs for a barrel of 
crude oil in Mexico as less than one-fifth that in the United 
States. In relation to capitalization, the board found that the 
profits from 1934 to 1936 amounted to an average of a little more 
than thirty-four per cent "Experts investigated die books,** wrote 
Dr. Alfred B. Thomas, "and found that the companies had 
made a clear profit in these two years (1934-1936) erf 1^,783,529 
pesos.** Whether the figures were accurate or not, oo the basis 
of the ie^estigafioos the board awarded to the oil workers wage 
increases and welfare benefits to an amount of soiaaettiiag orar 
twenty-six million pesos annually. 

The oil companies piotested with accusations of prejudice and 
exaggeration. la the end they agreed to an increase of some 
twenty million pesos f or everything. But they refused adamantly 
to grant dosed db0p to all except the cfakf executives^ and they 
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refused to agree to allow any workers' representative to have any 
part in the administration. The companies denied the validity 
of the labor board's awards, and took test cases to the circuit 
court; lost every one; took them to the supreme court, and 
again lost every decision. But they seemed completely unper 
turbed about conformance. Finally, !varch eighth, 1938 seven 
months after the original awards w^re made was fixed on as 
the date of reckoning and active compliance. At first one of the 
managers had said, "We cannot and will not pay." Now the oil 
officials still refused to abide by the decisions, but said, more 
tactfully, "We are unable to comply." They were confident Car 
denas would not call their bluff. Had they not won out against 
Obregon and "Iron Man" Calles ? The latter, coaxed by Dwight 
Morrow, had let the Mexico supreme court reverse his own de 
cree. Cardenas, too, would knuckle under. He would hardly dare 
invoke the wrath of both His Majesty's Government and the 
United States. The oil men did not reckon maturely with their 
opponent. 

f By the authority of the law of the land, the oil workers had 
the right to enforce the supreme court's decision by calling a 
general strike. But an oil-union strike would have stopped all 
production, and might have created a hazardous crisis in industry. 
It was imperative that production continue. Cardenas gave the 
companies ten days of grace to mediate and come to terms. The 
oil companies gradually raised their offer to within half a million 
dollars of the total award and then said, "No more." But they 
refused to grant closed shop for all but the chief executives, 
Though they had dropped defiance, they still bluffed. And a 
few of tbe most incorrigible imperialists among them actually 
believed that when all else had failed they might "whistle for 
&& gunboats/* 

did not waat to expropriate the oil. He had 
directors to realize thaf he was not bluffing, and to 
court's dedans, Mexico was in no way 
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prepared to handle production and marketing efficiently. Reper 
cussions from expropriation might have a most deleterious effect 
on the national economy. Not a single economist or cabinet min 
ister would have dared to urge the president to so drastic a 
course. But Ramon Beteta, the young undcr-secretary of state, 
whom Cardenas intuitively trusted more than he did anyone else 
in the republic^ was close beside his chief with inspiriting moral 
support as well as a trained knowledge of economics. He pointed 
out to the president that the international oil alliance would most 
likely create a world- wide boycott of Mexican oil, Cardenas faced 
the prediction. To him, not only was the sovereignty of Mexico 
at stake, but the whole future of its dealings with foreign busi 
ness and foreign powers. He took the full responsibility and 
decided the matter alone on the inner promptings that are said 
to come to him in times erf stress and arms. 

At ten o'clock on the night erf March eighteenth, 1938, he 
stepped up to the microphone in a national hook-up and quietly 
announced that the properties of the seventeen American aod 
British oil companies in Mexico had been expropriated. He ex 
plained that the oil officials had created a national ana^gesicy, 
and "in behalf of the general welfare as against narrow private 
enterprise" the government had takoi over. The companies were 
lo be indemnified within ten years. He made it clear that the 
expropriation was exceptional, saying, u lt will not be extended to 
odia" activities of the country which the gwenmiefit views with 
sympathy and considers necessary fee the national develop 
ment.** 

The Mexican public was as woiida^tnidk: m ware the ei 
officials, who had at tfcc irery last hour come aono^ with apcetUr 
ise erf die fail aHSQfmt, jprotiag tbdr capacity to pay a! ifee time. 
Virtually n the tel mas* tfae Cation was with Cinfeim. Neror 
had any Mexican's prestige feeen hi^ar wfek iris own people 
rhan was fais ce tfa^: night March e^ilea^li- The cad O|TO- 
priation was the most daring move any Latin American execu- 
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tive had ever made against the capitalistic might of Great Britain 
and the United States. All of the nineteen other Latin American 
republics were jubilant. The imperialists gasped. But a couple 
of Englishmen,, heads of other British-owned concerns in Mexico, 
said to their oil compatriots: "Damn fools, we told you so. We 
told you Cardenas was not bluffing. You brought this all on 
yourselves. You deserve expropriation. Now there's no telling 
where this thing will end." As business men, the British and 
American managers with the exception of Harry Sinclair had 
proved themselves unastute and bull-headed. The stockholders 
were to pay for their executive bungling and for the expensive 
propaganda campaign they were to launch to try to recover their 
lost control. 

For three days the nation was ecstatic to the bursting point. 
The multitudes demanded to see Cardenas, to hear his voice. On 
March twenty-second, two hundred thousand assorted persons 
bearing a multiplicity of banners paraded for six hours. Bands 

; played tunes of victory. Church bells pealed as joyously as if 
Cardenas were a communicant. The great plaza became a solid 
mass of excited humanity. Mexicans had never felt so good about 
themselves, their nation, and their leader. When the voice of 

'. Cardenas sounded out over the crowd, the people went wild. 
^ Though the ovation could not be halted, Cardenas continued 
to speak. He announced an internal loan to pay the indemnity. 
Few could possibly have heard him, but word got around that 
they must collect money to pay off the oil companies. Contribu 
tions were brought to the Palacio de Bellas Artes, large checks, 
small checks, and even pennies from ragged children. Country 
folk brought hens and suckling pigs. Society women gave up 
discarded jewelry. The hundred-million peso aim fell consider 
ably short of being reached, but the giving relieved the tension, 
expropriation of Mexican oil," wrote Virginia Prewett, 
&s boM ami brilliant a political coop as has beea brought 
m modem politics. Mexico, without money, friemls, or arma- 
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ment . . . suddenly rose up and unceremoniously kicked out 
the powerful American, and the doubly powerful British, oil 
interests. It was more than a case of the mouse defying the cat, 
it was the mouse cracking the two neighborhood champions' 
heads together/* 

But the president did not become heady with his people's 
demonstration or lose his grasp on realities, More than anyone 
else, he knew the monkey wrenches which angry, powerful na 
tions could throw into the machinery of small nations. His 
brain remained steady in its functioning. If the big powers 
stopped short of intervention no matter what else they dkl 
Cardenas still felt confident he could win out in the end. When 
ten days passed and no gunboats had arrived, Cardenas said 
smilingly to a friend, as if a crisis in a dread disease had passed, 
"The conflict is won." 

But though he had not believed that Washington would take 
such an unneighborly action, he had considered the possibility 
and was willing to risk the landing of marines. He had even 
planned to meet intervention with more than scorched earth in 
the oil fields. He would have dynamited everything connected 
with the oil industry to oblivkm. He was determined not to 
sacrifice Mexico's self-respect by permitting foreign powers to 
run the expropriated business. 

Cardenas had acted completely within the kws erf Ac land. 
From a decree of King Charles III of Spain in 1783* all subsoil 
wealth, including all minerals, bitumens, and "earth jukes'* be 
longed &> the state. The Mexican coastitetkm erf 1857 reiterated 
that the nation's subsoil wealth belonged to tlie goranunent. 
And tibotigli Porfiri Diaz had denied k aod decneed Aai sub 
soil wealth f*i*gti* belong to the owner of die surface, the cc- 
stitution erf 1917 was wry exptici ia rwotiiig to the 



d: 1857 and stating categorically that the gwemiOBefit atone had 
title to the subsoil weakk And by dial kw* passed under C&r- 
dcoas on Notcsafocar eighteenth, iggS, the Mexican president was 
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empowered to take over any property "required for social 
utility." 

Cardenas was prepared for a bitter reaction from the foreign 
capitalists, but not for the extent of their claims and reprisals. 
He had hoped the oil executives might be reasonable, consider 
ing the unrestrained exploitation they had enjoyed for three and 
four decades. It is impossible to know accurately the vast sums 
from Mexican oil that had poured into alien pockets, but it is 
generally assumed that the total profits earned by the oil compa 
nies exceeded a billion dollars. One company, El Aguila, was 
paying its stockholders a sixty per cent dividend in 1920. 

Now in their fury the oil companies were bent on throwing 
Mexican finance and industry into confusion, and their lobbyists 
brought intense pressure on the United States government. 
Though Washington sent no punitive expedition, it struck Mex 
ico a severe blow. The United States treasury suspended its regu 
lar purchases of Mexican silver, which it had been buying since 
1934 at an artificially stimulated price of 44% cents an ounce. 
Silver was perforce thrown on the free world market at a con 
siderably lower price. The value of the Mexican peso dropped 
alarmingly. In finding it necessary to defy United States patron 
age, Cardenas had to risk economic collapse. Hardly expecting 
this blow, though it had been threatened, he took it with forti 
tude. Coming just when it did, a few days after the expropria 
tion, it certainly suggested retaliation. 

Cardenas's immediate reaction was not recrimination, but a 
desire to forestall bitter anti-American sentiment on the part of 
Ms people. With cool wisdom, he announced: "It must be taken 
Into account that the government of the United States of America 
has announced that purchases by it of a part of Mexico's output 
as hetctefore made are going to be canceled as from April first 
BexL [The date was only five days oL] We are keenly desirous 
tins fact be known to the nation, that it judge saM 
and correctly." Cardenas was scrupulously careful 
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not to let a hint of condemnation escape him, for he knew the 
fiery temper of his people. Paradoxically, the troubled president 
took it as his bounden duty to still the anti-United States feeling 
that was simmering hotly with aE the recrudescence of past 
resentments. 

On March thirtieth, the tension was relieved when Secretary 
of State Hull announced that Mexico was within her legal rights 
in expropriating oil properties, proper indemnification being the 
only condition to be satisfied. President Cardenas was so pleased 
that he invited the American ambassador., Josephus Daniels, to 
his office to express his gratitude in person. And in the formal 
message of appreciation to Daniels, which was printed in all the 
newspapers the next day, Cardenas said^ among other tilings: 
"Today my country is rejoicing* It quietly celebrates the proof of 
friendship which it has received from your country, and which it 
will treasure up in its heart." 

Though the ambassador had dutifully exerted a little pressure 
on President Cardenas against the possible expropriatiaa early 
in March, it was generally believed that his sympathies were all 
with Mexico. A goodly proportion of Cardenas's success in liberal 
reform had been due to the co-existence erf Franklin D. Roose 
velt's New Deal administration, for both governments were 
ostensibly working for the same ends the alleviation of the suf 
ferings of the underprivikgedL One of the greatest boom be 
stowed GO Cardenas was the ambassadorship erf f osephus Daniels, 
who had proved a staunch ally of his social program. But when 
the Mexicans had first heard of his appointment in 1933 many 
were wratbftiL They fcmembertd tfeat it was Dankis who, as 
secretary of navy, on Weodrow Wi!$on*s command had ordered 
the marines &* take Yera Cim in 1914* **Dirtf swine, bod^ 
Fraaklia IX Roosevelt and Jbsephiis Dankls/* the w^rgrmgm 
cried. Sooae tried to wreck Eteriels's train. Otiiers tfeftw 
at the embassy. An American who really knew Daniels and who 
witnessed the Sterne-throwing said with assurance, to his conv 
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pardon, "The time will come when they will be throwing roses 
to him." 

Soon the people learned to their gratification that back in the 
United States Mr. Daniels was considered a champion of the 
underprivileged and that he had fought Standard Oil. Before the 
first year of Cardenas's administration was ended, the common 
people had accepted the ambassador as a friend. They even said, 
"He considers the rights and happiness of alien masses as impor 
tant as the pocketbooks of his compatriots." He seemed in com 
plete accord with the tenet of the Cardenas regime that "the 
end of production is not more goods but the most efficient satis 
faction of human necessities." He did not delight the privileged, 
however, but he grinned amiably at their disapproval and sipped 
his tomato juice, while they drank their martinis. When he left 
Mexico he was more popular with the citizens at large than any 
American ambassador had ever been, not even excepting that 
most able and Charming gentleman, Dwight Morrow. And his* 
feelings for Lazaro Cardenas were best expressed in his last 
telegraphed message to him: "You have made your place in 
history alongside of Benito Juarez." Cardenas had great need of 
the American ambassador's friendship and faith in the two criti 
cal years that followed Secretary Hull's reassuring note of March 
thirtieth, 1938. 

Mexico's right to expropriate having been publicly reognized 
by the United States government, now the problem was the iiir 
demnity. How much? That questioa was to be the focal point of 
much grief. The companies now demanded our hundred million 
dollars for indemnification. Such an absurd and staggering 
amount was obviously beyond the power of Mexico to pay. Car 
denas sent the noted economist, Jesus Silva Herzog, to examine 
^he ccMBjpaiiies* books and arrive at a reasonable figure for jo& 
As a basis of appraisal Silva Herzog accepted the 
awii declared valuation for taxes as of DecenAec^ 
Ifae a i>fow beneath the befa Ho them. Then, cai- 
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culating this shrunken amount, together with unearthed sums 
of back taxes due and unpaid compensation to workers under 
the existing labor laws, he figured that Mexico owed the com 
panies no more than fifty million pesos. From these two poles, 
naturally a deadlock ensued, to last for three years. However, 
to the rage of the others, one of the American companies, Sin 
clair, was smart enough to settle rather promptly for eight mil 
lion dollars, the arbitration figure arrived at for the value of 
buildings, machinery, and equipment. Sonic of the other Ameri 
can companies and all the British not only held out for an 
absurd valuation on their material properties* but also demanded 
compensation for subsoil wealth to be taken 10 the fmure, 

On April first, 1938, President Roosevelt announced that die 
basis of just indemnity would be measured by the actual linamor- 
tized investment. The oil companies laughed saidoakally and 
flooded the newspapers with tfadr claims for more than four 
hundred million dollars. At the same time, die propagaiidists 
spread the insinuation that Mexico was ecoiioiiiically bankrupt 
and unable to pay anything at alL 

On May f oorteeadi, Cardenas himself offered a solntkm of the 
oil mdenanifiraiiafi problem. "Inasmuch as forty par cert d: our 
oil production is consumed on the domestic inarfcet/* lie said, 
"there remains sixty per cent for export. After dediictog proetee- 
tioe costs, the balance will be left as a guarantee for Ac payment: 
of tbe 03 iadeHmky OTtr dbe tco-y ear period fixed by the cur- 
responding deanee and die ei^Mtipriatioii law.** Tiiis was exactly 
what was done three years Later. Tic truth k> of course, db at the 
oil companies did not want to arrive at an arbitrated figure. 
Tfe| did m*t to lit pai4 They wsumed lie cril idd$ m- 
turned to flio^ 

ecoaomk situation hi Maip ^ev I^OTC oriticat A^J 



pressure to bear oa Wasiiiigton. Shordy, news came the 

Unkcd States would resume pwchascs of Mexican sa^er kit sfit 
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the regular New York market price and not at the preferential 
figure paid to Canada and formerly paid to Mexico. 

Though oil agents lobbied for intervention, New Deal Wash 
ington with its "good-neighbor policy" never considered such a 
measure. President Roosevelt looked upon Mexico and Cardenas 
with especial warmth and cordiality. A moderately well-disposed 
neighbor to the south was imperative. War clouds were gathering 
in Europe. And all South America was watching the Big Neigh 
bor. Secretary of State Hull, who had promptly acknowledged 
that Mexico was within her rights as a sovereign state to expro 
priate, contended that expropriation should be met with imme 
diate compensation. Cardenas wanted to pay. But, with his de 
pleted treasury, to pay cash at once would have meant the rupture 
and perhaps the destruction of his whole social program. Mr. 
Hull sent a few reminding notes to Mexico. Gradually, as 
months passed, they became sharper in phraseology. Mr. Hull 
scolded, as was natural and to be expected for policy's sake. He 
was even accused of hounding, which the Mexican government 
had not expected. 

The tone of the first diplomatic notes from England infuriated 
the Mexican government, but they were answered with restraint 
by the foreign minister. The British were more incensed than 
the Americans. They had more to lose. The American wells 
were less valuable and contained only a few more years' supply. 
The British-owned Pozo Rica was the second potentially richest 
in the world; it had only recently been tapped, and was cur 
rently producing about two-thirds of the total oil. In April, His 
Majesty's government said it had reached the conclusion "that 
the real reason for expropriation was the political desire of 
acquiring permanently for Mexico the advantages of the prop 
erty and the oil fields; that the expropriation was equivalent to 
coffiiscatk>ii carried out under the appearance of legality based 
om labor difficulties." They intimated that the return of the 
properties would be the only satisfactory solution. 
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On May eleventh, His Majesty's Government sent a communica 
tion of protest, weighted with demands. It listed all the arrears 
in interest and principal on damage claims on British property 
in the revolutionary decade 1910-1920, plus the railway debt and 
the land-expropriation claims. It also suggested its right to exam 
ine and analyze Mexico's internal situation. In somewhat stodgy 
syntax the note expressed pained surprise tinctured with British 
disdain. 

"His Majesty's Government cannot but regard failure o the 
Mexican Government to discharge even their existing obligations 
as in itself rendering unjustified an expropriation, an essential 
condition of the validity of which would be the payment of full 
and adequate compensation amounting in the case of the oil 
expropriations to a very large sum. . . . My government must 
in any case request the immediate payment of the sum of 
370,962.71 pesos which fell due the first of last January ." 

Cardenas replied immediately by sending the demanded check 
for the exact amount, including the seventy-one centavos. In his 
accompanying reply he denied categorically Great Britain's ri^bt 
"to analyze the internal situation of Mexioa** With coed sarcasm 
he reminded His Majesty's Government wkfaott directly men 
tioning the amotis war debt to the United Slates that **eaa 
powerful states cannot always pride themselves cm punctual pay- 
meat of all their pecuniary obligations.** With that caustic fare 
well to England, he recalled the Mexican ambassador and sev 
ered diplomatic relations. Again Cardenas had brokea precedent, 
but he had added prestige to Mexico's national so>fereigiity. 
"After all, 3 * as Virginia fiewctt remarked, **yoii on count oa 
your fingers the men who have ever been in a position to slap 
the British Empire m the faceand get away wife it** 

In April <rf 19^8 the Mexican gosfonnieni: tad forad isdf * 
limited in big business in a trig way. First, safes sabotaged by 
the oil companies had to be restored as best they could. Then, 
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millions of pesos went into building decent houses for the 
workers. Other houses were painted; toilets were installed. Man 
agers' spacious private homes became workers' clubs. Cinnamon- 
colored and orange-brown children were permitted in the com 
pany swimming pools formerly kept exclusively for whites. 

At first the oil workers outdid themselves in an effort to make 
a success. They worked overtime without extra pay. The runs 
even became longer. The storage tanks filled. But where was the 
market ? 

In his message accompanying the decree, Cardenas had said 
that Mexican oil would not be available for fascist countries. A 
week after expropriation Cardenas announced that Mexico 
hoped to sell all her oil to the democracies. He said he wanted 
especially to trade with the United States. He feared that any 
greatly increased commerce with Germany might tend to 
heighten Nazi political influence in Mexico, which he ever dis 
trusted. "We need the help of our neighbors," he said, "and if 
our neighbors do not help us, we will have to manage as best we 
can by ourselves." 

But the democracies were not in the market for Mexican oil. 
Moreover, when Mexico tried to sell her oil elsewhere, there were 
no tankers available. The international cartel had seen to that. 
An Associated Press dispatch from London on May third stated: 
"A complete boycott of Mexican oil is reported to have been 
ordered by Shell, with a threat of refusing to have any further 
dealings with any concern which ships, purchases, or otherwise 
handles Mexican oil.'* In Mexico, Shell agents began spying to 
ascertain tie movements of tankers, so as to impose full penalty 
mi anyone who disregarded the boycott. Fearing reprisals from 
England, the little nations with tankers dared not transport Mexi 
can oil at any freight rate. When a few loads of Mexican oil did 
apife at Swedish ports, British agents there claimed the cargo 
up the imloadimg. England attempted to embargo boats 
&> Ffanpeu Unite! States oil Baacfeinery and sispply 
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companies that sold to Standard declined to sell the necessary 
equipment to the Mexicans. They returned certified checks to 
the Mexican government and frankly said they dared not deal 
with Mexico for fear of Standard's wrath. In May, 1939, a con 
tract for twenty-eight large trucks to be supplied from Ameri 
can manufacturers was canceled because of pressure brought by 
enemies of Mexico. Other companies refused credit, When Mex 
ico had tankers built in Italy, Great Britain refused to permit 
delivery through her blockade. Rather than let Mexico use the 
tankers, she stupidly let them be confiscated by the Italian gov 
ernment after the World War was on. 

The screws of relentless economic warfare were turned on 
Cardenas without mercy. But he managed to endure and come 
through the ordeal incorruptible and unbowed. With no cash 
and no market, Cardenas completely against Ms desire had to 
turn in the end to Germany ami barter oil fen- machinery parts. 
The Axis powers only would buy Mexican oil and they bought 
well below the world market price. So the great doaoiocxacies 
literally threw Mexico into the orbit of Axis influence. Mexico's 
imports from Germany went up by leaps and bounds as Unite! 
States exports to Mexico fell In 1939 Mexico's economy 
depended on trade with Germany, Italy, and 
propaganda had the nerve to denounce the Meadcan 



bitterly for aiding the Axis war preparatiofis-"-- at the very time 
thai: United States boots were groaning under cargoes scrap 
iron for famn. "We wore made to appear trakons and $HHf&- 
drel% w said a rig^btemisly resentful MoicaE, "because we soW ofl 
to the totalitariaas so that our people could cat bread, after 
niaAets oi tik wadki liad been cio^ to i^ Wb^: dM the Ui 
States and England expect us to do wiA the oil? Drink it 



The ejected oil companies desired above everything else tc 

bring about the fall of Cardems. Certain Amerkan journal- 

^ * 

ist& admitted feedf tte tfeey iasd iBB^ i s^w^ to 
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a campaign against the Mexican government. They were inter 
ested in only one side of the controversy. They made no effort 
to ascertain the truth. They tried to implant the idea in the 
United States that Mexico was in a chaotic and anarchistic state. 
By their falsifications and exaggerations they temporarily mined 
the tourist trade. They did incalculable harm in creating mutual 
distrust and hatred between the next-door neighbors. 

The most harmful propaganda was the attempt to create the 
impression that Cardenas intended to confiscate all foreign busi 
ness. He had no intention of doing anything of the kind. Car 
denas was sufficiently realistic to know that foreign capital was 
a necessity to Mexican economy. He only asked that foreign busi 
ness be willing to abide by the laws of the land, which are 
extremely generous to foreign business. Never once did Cardenas 
voice an intention of destroying free enterprise. He would fight 
to the death an out-and-out government control of business, for 
there was no assurance that control might not swing back to 
the conservatives. To foreign investors he said, unequivocably: 
"Mexico is a sovereign nation. Those foreign businesses which 
respect the laws will be undisturbed. Those who defy the laws 
must risk the consequences." 

In Mexico, the oil propagandists strove to turn the nation 
against Cardenas, to blame him for all crop failures, to implant 
the idea that his faulty sense of economics had impoverished the 
country. With the loss of taxes from the haciendas, as well as 
those from foreign business, the government finaAces were in a 
critical position. Local business men in Mexico soon took occa 
sion to conduct a "grudge fight" with plenty of malice behind 
k. The upper-class enemies of Cardenas made the confused opin 
ion more confounded by saying everywhere, "Cardenas is the 
Great Destroyer of Mexico." 

But the oil companies continued to bring pressure on Wash 
ington and the Democratic administration to do something more 
Its later BOtes the State Department said less aboot the 
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oil, but began pressing Mexico to pay the agrarian claims, 
amounting to some ten million dollars, The claims over which 
Washington pretended to be so agitated were mostly made in 
behalf of a few very rich American landowners. In the days of 
astronomical New Deal figures, certainly a paltry ten million dol 
lars could mean little to the United States, whereas it was a 
significant amount to Mexico. While the claims were being vali 
dated by a commission, Mexico agreed to pay a million dollars 
a year towards the final indemnification. 

As the election year of 1940 came, the United States adminis 
tration seemed to feel it had to do some appeasing of that part 
of the American public which had been lured by propaganda 
into taking the oil companies' side. On April third, 1940, the 
State Department sent the stiffest note of all, not only asking that 
the oil question be submitted to international arbitration, but 
suggesting that unsettled matters of seraa decades past be arbi 
trated. Mexico's experience with international arbitration had 
not been too agreeable, for when the Ctiamizal territory qiKstion 
was arbitrated in Mexico's favor in 1911 the United States de 
clined to accept the decision- 

Relatbns between the neighboring republics became more 
strained, but Cardenas was firm against any anti-Aiaerieam 
demonstration. He seemed to be trying to give his pcopk the 
idea that Washington's unfriendly acts were "innocent onws 
into which the oil trusts had forced her." A few Mexicans inter 
preted the matter differently and said, with a wink* "Both gov 
ernments aie playing the same game." 

Jose VasoMicdos, who was in self-exik in the Unite! States 
al die time, cicatei a mild sensation, though it haidly rose ai)OTe 
the wMsperifig stage, by suggesting that Washington did net look 
01* the oil eijjfispriatiom widi imdbteoHod disfaTOr. Sinpe 
Great Britain tod cotiiraUbd mace ttm* two-Aids of the Mexi 
can oitoi^ ws k nealiy so sad tiiat she h&A faecu ^wtied from liar 
strong position? Higlii: m& lie Unified States come in reasonable 



344 Timeless Mexico 

time by indirect if not direct methods to have complete control 
of Mexico's oil? Whatever lay behind Vasconcelos' supposition, 
however angry his temerity in voicing such an idea made the 
United States State Department, the fact is that today in 1944 
many Mexicans are inclined to accept the interpretation. 

Without any thought whatever of the British holdings, cer 
tainly the average United States citizen questioned on the street 
in 1938 sided with Mexico. Despite the mighty machinations of 
the oil corporations, Cardenas, backed by Mexico, had really won 
in his two-and-a-half year war with them, and the majority of 
the American public were glad of the fact. 

"The act of expropriation," wrote Professor Alfred B. Thomas 
at the time, "bids fair to create in 1938 Mexico's economic inde 
pendence to parallel her political independence initiated in 1810." 
If on first thought the view seems too sanguine, it may be re 
membered that real political independence had not been won 
a whole century later. Cardenas's act in throwing off the yoke 
of the oil companies pointed the beginning of the end of what 
the Mexicans speak of as "colonial economic servitude." And 
this economic independence is a consummation which the epoch- 
making principle of the "good neighbor" is committed to fur 
thering, regardless of the notes the State Department sent in 
policy. 



26. Unorthodox 

"They arc at the mercy of their oum 

0. H. LAWRENCE 

Shortly after the severance of relations with Great Britain, old 
General Saturnine Cediilo let loose his expected rebeUibiL The 
aggrieved oil men as well as the Nazis were accused of: encour 
aging and supporting it A German^ Baron YOU Merck, had been 
employed to give military instruction to Cedillo's peons ami his 
political sycophants^ ami everyone knew that die chkffein main 
tained a private army as well as a private chapeL Cedillo, an 
illiterate and tricky Indian, who had begun his career as a land- 
hungry zafatista and had become a millkMiaire landlord, was 
one of the "personalities" dE the C&rdenas regime. Shrewdly, 
for political reasons and to conciliate die alarmed dbrks, G&r- 
denas had chosen this anti-Calks, pno-CathoKc cacique to fill 
die atheistic Ganido CanabaTs post as minister <rf agrioifeie in 
1935. Cedilk> stayed in the high position keg enough Ho disprove 
utterly his pretended diampiofiship o agrariaaism. Cardenas, 
who knew that Cedillo was trying t0 plot his downfall, kept 
such a wary eye on him that he could hatch no mischkf . The 
chieftain slock k out until August erf 1937, and then resigned to 
recant to Saa I^ Po&o&I, where he was as much a *%iiigfi8ir as 
Huey Lemg was in Louisiana, 

On May fiftk, 1 938, less ri^n two months after the oil expro 
priation, the San Lois Potosi legislature, whkh was boagbt and 
paid OT l^ CeJaia, formally vitbdicw itsoc^Eiition feMB tfec 
Cardenas government. Cardenas aaade a cfaaraotefelkalf qnkfc 
move. He ordered tic presidential train. Despite disturbing news 
of wrecks and Hbwu-iy bridges, and uritti a 
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staff, he proceeded straight to the city of San Luis Potosi. Cedillo 
with his troops took to the nearby hills. As if all were peace and 
brotherly love, Cardenas established himself in the administra 
tion building and received petitioners. Ownership of the vast 
holdings of Cedillo was to be transferred in parcels to the peas 
ants who worked the land. New schools were ordered. The town 
was to have running water in all districts. Streets were to be 
paved and sidewalks made. Public assistance was to function in 
reality as well as name. Cardenas was greeted with cheers wher 
ever he appeared. 

In a public address, the president exhorted Cedillo and his 
rebels to return to ways of peace and patriotism. He was the 
old brigand's best apologist- "the general is not a well man," 
he said. As a defiant answer, the airport was bombed. One bomb 
dropped close to Cardenas's place of residence. Leaflets, too, fell 
from the air, urging all people to join the rebellion. Cardenas 
now lost patience and sent federal troops to bring back Cedillo 
dive. He offered amnesty to all rebels who confessed the error 
of their ways. Except for some few hundreds of insurrectionists 
hiding in the hills, the revolt evaporated. Cardenas returned to 
Mexico, leaving the social aspect of San Luis Potosi marvelously 
transformed. Twenty days after the abortive beginning, the dis 
turbance was over. In a skirmish between the federals and the 
guemlleros, Cedillo met his death. "It's too bad the old man 
got killed," Cardenas said, regretfully. All the captured offenders 
he pardoned. 

One sidelight on the critical time was of especial significance. 
When in the midst of the rebellion Cardenas spoke from San 
Luis Potosi on world peace, talking over a hemispheric radio 
hook-up, he was introduced by the counselor of the United 
States embassy. It was like a personal reassurance from Wash 
ington that no matter what the United States was doing to him 
in regard fc> oil expropriations, at heart the New Deal adminis- 
fmtiba was still Ms "good neighbor" and was going to stand by 
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Another illuminating sidelight on toe revolt was that the 
church supported the radical, unorthodox Cardenas against the 
militant Catholic Cedillo. 

In the midst of the general unrest over the rebellion following 
the oil crisis, the Archbishop of Mexico counseled his people to 
support their government wholeheartedly in the hour of crisis. 
It was a gracious as well as a sagacious gesture. For though Cir- 
denas had not indulged in the church persecution of former 
administrations, he was known to have little faith in the benefits 
of organized religion as practiced in Mexico- To the horror of 
the clergy, Cardenas had once said: "Men have enough trouble 
here on earth without adding heaven's troubles." But his atti 
tude towards the church problem was quite different from that 
of Calles. It is not in Cardenas's nature to persecute. Ami ia his 
first year in office he had proved his determination to permit no 
bloody strife between anti-Catholks and Catholics even at the 
expense of Ailing a friend. The man who was punished for anti 
clerical agitation was Tomas Garrido Canabal, that flamboyant 
one-time dictator of Tabasco whom Cardenas had made his 
secretary of agriculture before Cedilla 

When Cardenas visited Tabasco during his presidential cam 
paign he had been impressed with many of the social refenus 
and services Garrido Canabal had established In the election 
IK had cast his complimentary vote for the Tabascan governor. 
But he had sot counted oe his minisin" bringing a troop of his 
clergy-luting Red Shim with him to the capital When Acy 
crated a horrid disturbance by killing if persons coming 
out erf chord* k siihi&aa Taoibaya, Cardenas siioitly 



with Garrido Gm^s semces and sent him to Costa Rka on a 
TOgiie "agricaltiiral miOToa** whidi was taalamomH: to 8e. In 
1938, when sanguinary rife f ollowed the neopeaiiig a 
church in Tabasco, Cardenas teW tie kcal authorities to itpeal 
the state s drastic asitichurcti kgisbtkai and to perari* a liffiitet 
of priests n> hold services. He aspired tic dog? 
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might appeal to the courts for protection if there should be any 
further persecution. 

Though Cardenas was gentle in dealing with the church, he 
was not uncritical. He was thoroughly aware of the church's 
costly retardation of the whole revolutionary program. He held 
the clergy guilty for a great percentage of the backwardness of 
the masses, for much of the miserable exploitation they had suf 
fered through centuries. But as long as the church did not ac 
tively try to interfere in politics he was content to let it be. 

Cardenas wanted to get the people, psychologically, off their 
knees. It pained hi to see the fanatically devout crawling up 
the hill to the shrine at Guadalupe with cactus spines bloodying 
their bared chests and backs. One could be humble and even 
worshipful, he said, without prostrating oneself on the pave 
ment of the church. When the Archbishop of Jalisco told the 
members of the Catholic labor unions that "God does not look 
with compassion on those who are discontented with their fate," 
and that "the Saviour loves those who are resigned and submis 
sive," Cardenas had a counter charge: "Every hour spent on 
your knees," he said, "is an hour stolen from humanity." And 
when a delegation of Indians told him they believed in him and 
his social program, but that they could not give up their saints, 
Cardenas smiled indulgently and said: "If you must worship 
God in church, go ahead. But don't let yourselves be exploited in 
the process." 

Whatever the kingdom of God might be, Cardenas could not 
subscribe to the idea that it was symbolized by robed pageantry 
and ostentatious rituaL The kingdom of God, as he saw it, could 
fee 1 0end only in nature and in the hearts of men. The spirit o 
was, of course, a segment of it. He would be con- 
to tfoe point where conciliation would not work 
welfare of mankiacl In Ms oDippassba for 
la iris .ipisdfdt deration for serapg ; 4u$ .. 
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Cardenas, the unbeliever, approached SOUK: phases of the Christ 
ideal as closely as good pastors do. 

The new liberal archbishop, Luis Martinez, who came from 
Cardenas's home state of Michoacan, did his part to bring about 
a rapprochement between church and government. He went so 
far as to say to his people: "It is charity for man to want to 
realize the will of his fellow man as if it were his own, and it is 
a greater good to achieve concord and harmony among our 
brothers than to achieve realization of the highest ideals and 
holiest aims*" 

Cardenas was grateful. Relations between church and state 
steadily improved. Church festivals became publicized. The press 
began using photographs erf weddings^ dbristoiings, communknis. 
The most vehemently anti-clerical states allowed the reopening 
of a limited number of churches. The cxrncrstoiK of a brand- 
new church in Mexico City was consecrated. The four hundredth 
anniversary of the miracle erf the Virgin of Guadalupe was cdb- 
brated with magnificent pomp. High churchmen from Smith 
America helped to officiate, and the entire diplomatic corps at 
tended one gak cdeforatioou Cardenas Mmself did not appear at 
any of the festivities. He could no! bring himself to lend M 
presence fx> a religions ceremony of even such national and Indian 
significance. He knew his appearance would have been laisiB- 
terpreted as either sanction or political hypocrisy . 

Beit by no oceans was Cardenas opposed to any idigioiB activ 
ity which he deemed hdpful IB hi people. He amM Hilt sub 
scribe to dogma, but he virtually said: *TkigIi I cans*?!: be 
bound by any forms, if you pnopose a free church, whene Guist; 
m a Kraig italky, and whore brotherhood is ifce m&j oneed,, I 
sfcafl p?c jim mf feffl support.** By dbaace he found a nonde- 
nooiinatioBal religion he cmiM approve of, in the faith of an 
American linguistic missionary. 

Ote i% imports came la the jmtsiifefH cf toinetiiiiig 
goisig m m Ac Ai^eo-^eakfcg tillage erf 
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the town of Cuautla, where Zapata is buried. A man had planted 
vegetables in the village square and was encouraging the Indians 
to eat something besides corncakes and beans. The man was also 
teaching Spanish to the Indians and learning Aztec himself. 
Cardenas called for his automobile and went to investigate. 

He found a soft-spoken, sandy-haired fellow with a soft-spoken, 
sandy-haired wife living in a trailer at the edge of the dirt plaza. 
The man, whose name was Cameron Townsend, came originally 
from California; his Swedish wife, from Chicago. They were 
nonsectarian missionaries. Townsend was a teacher of linguistics 
and the gospel of Jesus Christ. He was not an ordained minister; 
he had studied philology and sociology in college, but not theol 
ogy. His meager support and that of his missionary student 
workers came from numerous churches in the United States. He 
had taught in Guatemala and had translated the New Testament 
into one of the most difficult dialects prevalently spoken. When 
questioned by Cardenas, Townsend modestly explained that his 
objective was a desire, prompted by Christian convictions, to 
serve his fellow man. He was interested in the welfare of hu 
manity and especially of the Indians of Mexico, and he had 
come to live among them, to have a small part in the Mexican 
government's movement in behalf of the Indian peoples. He 
had discovered that at least two million of them were completely 
foreign to the life of the nation as regards language, customs, 
social standards and economic progress. Another desire was to 
have those portions of the Biblical testament of good will and 
brotherly love translated into and published in all the Indian 
languages. 

When Cardenas asked him why he had chosen Tetelcingo, 
Townsend answered smilingly that he had heard it was the 
dirtiest and most backward village in the state of Morelos. But 
the town authorities had been hospitable and had permitted the 
to locate tiheir trailer and erect a bamboo shed in the 



square between the town, hall and one of the seven Catholic 
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churches. The ministry of labor in the capital had been helpful. 

Cardenas found the plaza had been planted out to trees, 
flowers, and vegetables, and now served as an experimental sta 
tion for new crops, as well as a park. Beets, carrots, cabbages, 
and turnip greens were fburishing. The surplus water which 
had formed bogs for breeding mosquitoes had been utilized for 
irrigation. Pipes had been laid to introduce drinking water into 
the sections of town that had none. Townscnd had obtained an 
old truck to teach the Indians how to drive, so the village women 
would not have to go so many miles on foot each day to Cuautla 
to sell their tortillas. A campaign to exterminate the ant pest 
had been initiated. An edition of ten thousand copies of the 
Townsend method of teaching the illiterate to read in Spanish 
was on the press in Mcxko City, and an Aztec primer was being 
prepared. Privies, entirely unknown before, were being built* 
As an inspiration to cleanliness, some bowses had bean, white 
washed inside as well as out. Two cows had been provided foe a 
community dairy, and Townsend had taught some erf the okfcr 
boys how to milk and care f or the animals* 

Cardenas was impressed with the practical aspects o the 
missionaries' work, and he was assured of the sincerity of tibe 
strangers when he saw how the well-bred Mrs. TowBsend, with 
a serious heart disorder, could live in a bamboo hut without 
essential comforts. He liked the articulate idigba of the Town- 
sends because of its social message. He liked its simple teaching 
of the gospd of brotherly love. Hare, he saM, was something 
worth supporting; whereas^ for him, a church which preached 
largely the gospd of ^charity among the rich and patience among 
the poor" was iDoriboiidL THFasSilffiSf to joaaK tKiags as easy 
as passable I or the fifty-odd student missionaries fcponi the Uiikcd 
States who had been trained by T<mme&& aad wfco wei going 
into the hiDtaiand in pairs to study the Indian toisgiies, Ho trans 
late tte New Testament* and to bring SCHBC eoli|^taiiiieiit &i 
tbe priniitie. 
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The first thing the president did after his surprise visit was 
to send a doctor to Tetelcingo. (There was no medical care 
whatever when the Townsends came; the witch doctors pro 
fessed to cure by breaking eggs over the patient and then plac 
ing the shells on an ant-hill.) Cardenas next sent five thousand- 
budded orange trees to be planted out to provide both vitamins 
and profit for the population. Then he lent practical assistance 
to the young student missionaries in their dangerous and ardu 
ous work in the remote mountain districts. When his presiden 
tial term was up, his interest in the Townsend program did not 
flag, and "the unbeliever" and "the man of God" have remained 
fast and intimate friends. 

All went happily enough, too, between the government and 
the Catholic church until the very end of 1939, though with the 
Ml of the Spanish republic in April, 1939, Catholic activities in 
Mexico began to assume an aggressive attitude. At the end of 
December, congress passed the bill for socialistic education in 
the primary schools, as an amendment to the famous Article 3 
of the 1917 constitution. The principal points of the bill were as 
follows: 

1. The object of education is to prepare the younger generation for 
the advent of a social regime in which the means and founts of 
production belong to the nation. 

2. Primary education is defined as "The sum of knowledge indis 
pensable to permit citizens to play an active part in the transforma 
tion of society." 

3. Education must be socialistic, because it must fight for the progres 
sive and conscious socialization of riches and the means of pro 
duction. 

4. For o^acdy the same reason it must be co-operative. 

5. Ife school directed, supported or financed by foreign diplomatic 
f representatives will be permitted to continue, even i it already 

purpose of imparting instruction, 
in which religious instruction is imparted wiH be 
and its director liaMe to two years in prison, and its 
f ffffeeitis iafeie tio six months* imprisonment* 
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7. Any person promoting religious instruction shall be liable to two 
months' to two years' imprisonment. 

8. Socialist education will embrace the whole formation period of the 
youth, from replacing occupations that take up the children's time 
with those of professional instruction. 

Private schools, however, were allowed to teach religion under 
special permission from the federal ministry of education, but 
they were required to exclude all intervening or economic as 
sistance of religious bodies or institutions, under the penalty of 
one thousand pesos fine and revocation of license. 

Ezequiel Padilla, among others, had warned the government 
against the dangers of going too far in antagonizing the religious 
element of the people. "Extremes may beget extremes," he said. 
Though the church had been told to keep hands off education, 
the clergy created a tempest of protest. There was bitter opposi 
tion among the people, too, and demonstrations against the so 
cialistic education program were held in the capital and many 
of the other cities. Fortunately, though, both President Cardenas 
and Archbishop Martinez were devout lovers of peace, and at 
the time proved the moderators for the extremists on both sides. 
But the pendulum was to make its great backward swing in the 
next regime. 

In one policy Cardenas would not compromise a whit even 
for the sake of unity. His government stood out as the only one 
among the twenty Latin American republics to support the Span 
ish loyalists against the fascist Franco. More clearly than the great 
democracies had he seen the danger and world threat of fascism 
in the Spanish struggle. Against high protests from the Catholic 
hierarchy, and against the disapproval of all the other Latin 
American governments, he sent active help to the loyalists in guns 
and ammunition. And in spite of dismayed opposition, he of 
fered Mexico as an asylum for loyalist refugees, after the might 
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of Germany and Italy had proved too strong and the democratic 
government of Spain had fallen. 

Charges of being leagued with Soviet Russia were hurled at 
him. But he had proved their falsity by admitting to Mexico 
in 1937 Stalin's arch-enemy, the exiled Leon Trotsky, and he still 
absolutely refused to recognize the Soviet government. 

As to the existence of any communistic government in Mex 
ico, Cardenas denied it categorically. "Our government," he said, 
"is democratic and liberal, with a few moderate traces of social 
ism which affect landownership, principally for restitution, and 
in the laws which refer to the relationship between capital and 
labor, but which are not nearly so radical as those of other 
democratic countries, or even of others which are monarchies. 
. . . Our revolutionary movement was born of the hopes and 
needs of our country. It is not proper to attribute to it any simi 
larity with existing social movements in other parts of the world, 
except those whose principles are common to any movement 
seeking proletarian justice and the cultural and economic im 
provement of the oppressed." 

To quiet fears, however, Cardenas began to call a halt on the 
the redness of revolutionary phrases. Even the word "socialism** 
was heard less and less. The word "democracy" began to take on 
new emphasis in 1940, after the European war was on. 

On June twenty-second, 1940, realizing the approaching magni 
tude of the conflict, the peace-loving Cardenas asked for com 
pulsory military training. It was the first time in her blood 
stained history that the Mexican government had made such a 
drastic move. Cardenas saw that Mexico's active help might be 
needed. But he also had in mind something beyond national 
ddEensse: The education and health values Mexican youth would 
receive when supported for a year at government expense. 



Lazaro Cardenas had defended the international dig- 
aft^ f his coroliy with iincoiBpromising courage, integrity, ancl 
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devotion to a greater extent than any preceding president, die 
opposition propaganda among his own countrymen continued 
until the very hour he went out of office. Cardenas answered 
his critics honestly. "The cause of social unrest/' he maintained, 
"must not be sought in the existence of communistic groups, 
which merely constitute minorities without influence on the 
country's destiny. Unrest arises out of rightful aspiration and 
needs of the working masses, as yet unsatisfied^ and out of non- 
compliance with labor laws. Fanatics who murder school teachers 
or who oppose enforcement of the labor laws and of the revolu 
tionary program have done more harm to the nation than the 
communists/* 

Yet Cardenas was by no means blindly partisan in the cause of 
labor. He warned the proletariat against excesses that might prove 
suicidal. He broke with the extreme leftists in labor. He brought 
thirty strategic members of the oil-workers' union to the Na 
tional Palace, and accused them erf rank ingratitude, He ordered 
dismissals, and demanded payment to the government of two 
hundred and twenty-two million pesos* deficit of the ml com 
panies caused by internal corruption ami carelessness, Then he 
presented them with a cleansing plan for reorganization. 

In his last important speech to the nation Cardenas again 
admonished the extremists in labor tiiat their advances might be 
lost. By contrast, lie emphasized social gains which would not 
be canceled: The land given to the peasants, die financing by 
the Ejidal Bank, the public works uader coosfractioiL *The 
multiplicity of schools/ 9 he affirmed, "the free expression <rf 
thought, the respect for human life, and the international policy 
of Mexico are conquests and new standards which the Rdrdntb 
has given to the people and which the people omsidb- dick 
own/* Naturally, he did not say that an overwhelming praportbii 
of these benefits had been achierod by himself akae. He said, 
"Ac Resolution has gifem." His fatore biographers will be able 
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to say, without straining truth, "Cardenas gave these things to 
the people." It is what the masses say today. 

The president admitted unreservedly the government's limi 
tations in the completion of its program for "economic, mate 
rial, and moral construction." He confessed freely the govern 
ment's inability to solve all the needs of the country, "though 
using every resource and struggling against the power of inter 
national finance." "But," he asked his critics, "what program of 
economic recuperation do you propose as a substitute?" And 
challenging both the muttering reactionaries and communists, he 
demanded, "What does the opposition offer ?" He answered for 
them: "Only a new era in which the hatreds and resentments 
of a few people will seek to revenge themselves." 

Cardenas is the only Mexican revolutionary chief executive 
who did not turn more or less conservative before he went out 
of office. When his six-year term was ended, he was of the same 
opinions as when it began. At the end of his regime, on being 
asked by an American writer if the Revolution were over, the 
president looked profoundly grave at such a question. "As long 
as there are villages without water, as long as thousands of vil 
lages are asking for land," he said, "how can we stop the Revolu 
tion? As long as forty per cent still work at starvation wages on 
other people's property, the Revolution must go on." 
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individual, public or private, in these 
current years has more magnificently or more 
significantly served the Indian and therefore 
more has served human justice and the spirit 
of mankind than President C&rdenas" 

JOHN COiXDER, COMMISSIONER OF 
INDIAN AFFAI1S OF THE UNTTED 
STATES GOVESNMENT. 

To bring some coherence to politics, and to find a suitable suc 
cessor for Cardenas, the PNR was reorganized into the Party of 
the Mexican Revolution PRM. It was reorganized on the basis 
of men's classes and ocxiipations: Farm, labor, army, and a group 
called "the people/ 3 Each sector was to fill certain offices. The 
sectors were to select their own candidates ami support than in 
the electkms. For a man to be a peidenlial candidate at least 
three sectors liad to agree on him, before the dhoice was official. 
As its guiding principle, the new organizatioti stated *VItfa0tit 
any reservatkm whatsoever we accept the democratic form of 
government.** 

The search for a successor was earnest, sincere, ami thorough, 
Bia; in the length and breadth of the land throe seemed to be 
BO one dF the caibor of Lazaro Cankeas. Finally the choice was 
reduced to a handful of generals, and tbm &> twx One c tfaoe 
was by far mc*e colorful fee tie other, and he had flayed a 
much bigger nSle ia die Revolution. He was Clfdenas's dbse 
friend Francisco Mugka., a defiant leftist, eleven years his senior. 
It was Miigica wbo iiad teoi the chief begeter of some i the 

357 
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best features of the 1917 constitution. The other candidate was 
also a personal friend of Cardenas, an unexciting, dependable 
man, just his age, and his current minister of defense. He was 
Manuel Avila Camacho. 

Although Avila Camacho was a brigadier-general before he 
was thirty, because of his unobtrusive personality a Mexican wit 
dubbed him "the unknown soldier.'* In war he had made a 
reputation for fighting by persuasion, for gaining victory over 
his enemy not with the sword but with words. Cardenas had 
found him invaluable as a trouble-shooter. In temperament and 
background the two men were in high contrast. Avila Camacho 
had only a trace of Indian blood if any, and he had none of that 
psychic understanding of the Indian which Cardenas possessed. 
He had never known poverty. He was completely bourgeois- 
bred. His parents were well-to-do. His older brother, Maximino, 
a hone fancier, was rich. His own favorite sport was polo, where 
his rating ranged between two and three goals. But he was not 
at all what might be called a "society man," and, like Cardenas, 
he did not drink. Rarely was he to be seen at social functions. 
He was a homeloving family man, who adored his wife and who 
relished good and plenteous food. His aura was bland and 
amiable, but reserved. Conciliatory as he was, there was no out 
ward mark of the politician about Vn"m r 

Cardenas would take no active part in choosing between the 
two likely candidates. Though closer to Mugica and owing much 
to him, Cardenas felt that Mugica's emphatic leftist tendencies 
might work against the success of the party. And he also felt 
that with the world in turmoil and Mexico in a critical economic 
situation, it would perhaps be better to slow up and consolidate 
the social gains and revolutionary accomplishments than risk 
loo a^ 

Hie disfointed time was not right for Mugica's candidacy. 
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And his kindness to Trotsky, the bitter enemy of Stalinist Lom- 
bardo Toledano, had turned the powerful CTM from him. 
When the more moderate National Farm Confederation (CNC) 
came out with surprising alacrity for Avila Camacho, its action 
put Lombardo Toledano on the spot If he now supported Mu- 
gica, the popular front would be split. For him, it was a difficult 
choice. Lombardo Toledano and Avila Camacho were bom in 
the same little town, Tezuitlan, in Puebk. They had been boy 
hood friends and desk-mates, and were still on friendly terms. 
Lombardo Toledano was entertained at the Avila Camacho ranch 
and there "an agreement was reached," although the labor leader 
had misgivings about the tie-up. The most extreme radicals 
among his union members immediately began to lose faith in 
him. But with war threatening to engulf the globe, Lcnnbardo 
Toledano himself was not averse to a harmonizing acL 

The PRM nominated the bland, stolid Manuel Avila Camacha 
His opening campaign speech was steadying and reassuring. 
There was not a hint of fireworks or even inspiratkm, but the 
words were good if not forceful The candidate declared that **tbe 
people's conquests, the guarantees and rights of the peasants and 
working masses, are already an established fact that continues 
to progress in reality, law, and national consciousness." And 
"these substantial conquests" the land grants to rural workers, 
benefits to trade-union workers he affirmed to be "the founda 
tion of our economic organization/* 

However lacking in specific statements, the speech presaged 
stability. How right C&rdenas had been in earing Mfigica's left 
ist candidacy was prwed by the fact tlaat even the moderate Aria 
CamadiQ, who seemed Wi&m$mt3i&$ oHsservarivr o&sipared txi 
Cardenas, was not rightist enough for a large portaii 0f tfe 
electorate, who demanded a complete diaage. The dawd*, trig 
business and sma!^ former h@dcnlm 0m$er% and al the dis 
satisfied and disgruntled groups* wert eager to back some can- 
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dictate not sponsored by the PRM. They found a strong one in 
General Juan Andreu Almazan of Monterrey. He was able, con 
servative, very rich. His expansive, smiling personality was the 
sort to catch the popular imagination. He was nominated for 
the presidential candidacy by the Committee for National Re 
construction, which emerged as PRUN. 

Almazan was a good campaigner. He won votes whenever 
he appeared. His speeches were better than Avila Camacho's. 
And they, too, were middle-of-the-road in most aspects. Almazan 
said he would not please "those enemies of the Mexican Revolu 
tion who wish to make me a tool for a reactionary program that 
will return to them their abolished privileges." His program 
was statesmanlike. He promised to give personal title to those 
ejidd lands turned over to the peasants. He declared a generous 
appeasement program to the church. In regard to organized labor 
he said: "Class war should exist, but it must be carried on within 
the law, with the resolve to find the road of co-operation." To 
business he said: "It will be necessary and fortunately the 
Mexican Revolution is ripe for it to encourage the national spirit 
of enterprise, surrounding legitimate investors with the guaran 
tees amply compatible with the generous laws of the Revolution." 

As the opposition watched the public response to the Almazan 
sentiments > more and more of his ideas seemed to take root in 
the speeches of Avila Camacho. By March third, Almazan was 
accusing PRM of stealing his thunder. "They no longer speak 
of radicalism, of social education," he said. "They are no longer 
proclaiming the dictatorship of the proletariat. . . . They pre 
dict harmony. . . . They pretend to be defenders of the family, 
of the small property owners, of the freedom of worship, and 
they repudiate communism." 

But Avila Camacho had always been an enemy of communism 
and a defender of the small property owner and a believer in 
freedom of worship. His ruling passion was to create harmony. 
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It was because of his harmonizing qualities that Cardenas felt 
comfortable about his nomination. Still, as the winds blowing 
from all quarters foretold a coming counter-revolution whoever 
won the elections, Avila Camacho did direct some of the thunder 
to his own uses. 

It was the women, though, who nearly defeated him. Crdenas 
had advocated votes for women and had just missed achieving 
his aim. If woman suffrage had been granted and the women 
had voted, Almazan would have swept the country with such an 
overwhelming majority that PRM with all its energy and in 
genuity would hardly have had the face to claim victory. The 
women were for the church aad against socialistic education. 
Beyond that, they hardly stopped to think. It was Cardenas who 
had made them ri^its-f(M--womcn-amsckxis, And though they 
could not cast a ballot themselves, they campaigned for Almazan, 
they held meetings, they arranged luncheons, they hung out ban 
ners and threw flowers whenever their hero appeared Priests 
praised and blessed their work. Many husbands knew no peace 
until, to stop the women's babbie, they promised to wte for 
Almazan. When election day came the chordbes could not ac 
commodate the female devotees at early Mass. And wfeea Mass 
was ova: the women surged to the voting booths. They risked 
kicks and bullets. They f otmed cordons of eiidrcKBg anas to 
prevent Qmiac^m&ctmtas from voting. They stood as a barricade 
to protect dmazanista machine gunners. Some met their death. 
Some with unabashed uascmpiiioosness encouraged their toooh 
age sons 10 $, not only once, but saraa! tones. Aristocratic 
old dowageis wfa had raidy set tfaeir hlj^i-wdied foci on city 
pOTCfBenls mingled fedy with s&felwaftm win* hoped for tir 
good old days again. Judy O 7 Gradys and colonels'* ladies were 
more rfwi sisters under die skin that day. Religious feeling in 
outdoor politics proved a great feveler. "Do*i't you sec/* said a 
realist, as be studied the crowd, u why we can\ hue complete 
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democracy here? The Archbishop of Mexico would be elected 
president every time." 

The election of July seventh was a noisy, bloody, shameful 
affair. Sirens shrieked like judgment day as ambulances rushed 
through the streets to collect the wounded and the dead. Both 
sides were flagrantly guilty. Both sides cheated and stole and shot 
and maimed their opponents. Cardenas himself could not get to 
vote at his own chosen balloting booth in Calle Juan Escutia. A 
PRM general had "seized the box" and closed the polls to prevent 
several hundred almazanistas from voting. Cardenas hung around 
for forty minutes. While he waited the people enthusiastically 
shouted, "Viva el General Cardenas!" But they told him frankly, 
"We want Almazan; you promised free elections." Cardenas felt 
a bit sheepish; he had promised free elections and he could not 
even vote himself. "If Almazan wins," he said, "he'll be presi 
dent." By nightfall, after he had witnessed bloodshed and trick 
ery at many polling centers, Cardenas shook his head. "I'm afraid 
Mexico is not yet a democracy," he said, wryly. 

But Almazan was not the next president, though many people 
one meets in Mexico think he was elected, and will always think 
so. The popular Miguel Aleman, who managed Avila Camacho's 
campaign, is willing to admit that Mexico City may have gone 
for Almazan, but he stoutly maintains that the country at large 
was behind Avila Camacho. The most telling witticism on the 
question came from Cantinflas, Mexico's great music-hall come 
dian. In a skit, Cantinflas announces to his stooge that he has 
decided he will be the next president of Mexico. <c Why, who 
would vote for you?" scoffs the stooge. Cantinflas, grinning, 
comes back at him., ''Who voted for Avila Carnacho?" 

On the "official count," released on July twelfth, the PRM 
officials rather overstated their claims. They gave their candidate 
a sefmtjees-lD-oae victory, 2^^199 for Avila Camacho, 128,574 
far Ateaza. Hie PRM committee pointed out that "the in*- 
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promptu ballot boxes" set up by the dm&zmista$ had been 
ejected. What the real figure which represented the mandate of 
the people was, no one knows accurately. But everyone acknowl 
edges that Mexico proved herself not mature enough to permit 
an honest election* True democracy was something still to be 
defined for Mexico, 

Almazan had said, boldly, "If the will of the people is not 
recognized, I will know what to do to see that it is respected.** 
To many of his coherents this was tantamount to threat of rev 
olution. In the weeks that followed, Mexico was in that tense 
state of nerves that precedes civil strife. In the traditional way, 
Almazan had sailed for Cuba six days after the election returns 
were released. He had said to his cohorts, in farewell, "I shall 
return within a month to take my place as your leader.** He was 
reported to be laying his case before the United States officials 
assembled at the Latin American Conference in Havana. For 
precaution, a mild purgation and strategic shifting of almazanista 
officers in the army took place. Some prominent men accused 
of plotting rebellion were arrested and temporarily stowed away 
in prison. A plague o rumors infested the nation. Inaunierabk 
dates were set for the beginning erf the fight. 

When the atmosphere was charged to the point of combistkm, 
Cardenas made CHIC of his unexpected moves. He went ix> the 
little town of Dolores in Guanajuato, where Fatter Hidalgo had 
launched the struggle for independence in 1810. It was near the 
heart df almitz&ms&t territory. There cm the night of September 
fifteenth he u&emi the Grit Id Dolores and made an address 
which was broadcast throughout the land. His wo&ds had a sober 
ing effect. Six: days late, la ao aotfaomed intenrkw, Rresidait- 
efcd: Avila Camacho said, "I am a beliefcr The simpk words 
were like holy cal cast upon taoapestooes waters. Except for tfeal 
scurrilous villain, Victoriano Huerta, no Mcxkaa pnesiddit: since 
die diactoacDt dE 185/5 aBtidfarkal laws had made a public 
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fession of faith. As the Catholics sent up grateful prayers of 
thanksgiving for the president-elect's confession, the revolutionary 
spirit ebbed. When the surprise news came in mid-November 
that the Vice-President of the United States himself, Henry A. 
Wallace, would come to witness the Avila Comacho inaugura 
tion, the potential revolution was dead. 

Almazan had not yet returned to lead the revolt. Belatedly, 
after four months of expectation, he arrived by plane on Novem 
ber twenty-first. His followers had by now lost their zest. They 
had been ready to shed blood for his cause, and he had let them 
down. Almazan put the blame on the United States government. 
The youths from conservative families cried out in disappoint 
ment and resentment, "It has come to a pretty pass when our 
meddling neighbor won't even let us have a nice little revolution 
when we want to." But many older heads, who had endured 
revolutions in Mexico, had decided weeks before that time that 
peace and Cardenas's candidate were better than bloodshed and 
Almazan. 

Almazan had lost his chance to be a popular hero, but he had 
wisely followed the course of discretion rather than valor. Though 
contemptuously condemned by the militant in his party, he had 
proved himself a bigger man by holding the war dogs in leash. 

The pro-Nazis, however, turned the Almazan renunciation 
into a field day of resentment-stirring against the United States. 
The tack taken was that Almazan had made a heroic sacrifice 
to forestall Yankee intervention. They now determined to poison 
the Wallace welcome. But their agitation in the subsidized press 
and with mobsters reacted sorely against them. Wallace's visit 
was a triumph from the minute he crossed the border. The Mexi 
cans found him natural and simp&ico and took him to their 
Ipeacts. He knew more about agriculture, by which seventy per 
tfce Mexicans made their living, than they did Before 
3$ lie, tad staled Mexico's economic situation and 
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And he had gone to the Berlitz School in Washington and 
learned Spanish, so that he could speak with them in voice as 
well as spirit. His progress along the new Pan-American High 
way was a prolonged ovation. 

In frenzied exasperation at the way things were going, Nazi 
agents and certain dm&zanistas made up a mob to spoil Wal 
lace's entrance into the embassy. The street crowd was as decep 
tively quiet as an expectant welcoming committee at first 3 and 
then at a signal burst forth with staccato shrieks of * Down with 
Wallace! Death to the gringos!" Wallace, who had been slipped 
into the residential entrance on Calle Londres, was happily un 
aware of the disturbance before the main entrance on the boule 
vard, where the late-arriving military and naval attaches had to 
do some slugging with their fists when iattacked with blackjacks. 
Some bricks were hurled, and hundreds of Nazi handbills were 
passed out. Prominent Germans were seen skirting the edges of 
the crowd to watch the success of their handiwork. They laughed 
to see the anti-American missiles fly, but they laughed out of the 
wrong side of their mouths. The Mexican press condemned them 
in strong ink. The capital outdid itself in hoBoring Wallace, 

On December first, the inauguration took place. After Cardenas 
had placed the silken insignia of office aboot the shoulders of the 
new president, the friends embraced with sincere and manly enK>- 
don. Tfaen^ not remaining for the official luncheon, Cardenas 
merged immediately into private life and poEtkal silence. At 
forty-five his week as chief executive was done, 

The year befor^ In 1939, the magazine Ufc had registered ks 
opinion of *t^dmas*$ bloodless Rc?diiti0a w as "the kind thai: 
remakes Ac wwH wkkiiit whence or sfKrtade/* Its edite tad 
said; "If it wits, tfae Unfed State will eventually haw a pros- 
pcrous neighbor, a huge 7 natural market for American 



Hired goods, had a beginning will have bets made in giving 
submerged masses of l^p America a share in their governments- 
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If it fails, Mexico will careen back into bloody, picturesque mak 
ing civil warfare," 

As to whether the Cardenas Revolution was a success, the sec 
ond taxi driver an American observer chanced upon in Mexico in 
December, 1941, answered the question to the American's satis 
faction. "How can anyone," the chauffeur said from his heart, 
"deny Cardenas's good work? Now the poor people have some 
thing to start life on! And they have shoes to put their feet in. 
Cardenas brought clean running water to the small towns, water 
that comes out of a faucet. Can you, a norteamericano, dream 
what that means to the mothers ? Cardenas made free education. 
I myself had only two years in school. At the age of seven I had 
to withdraw to work so that my little sisters could have some 
schooling. Now my own son already has thirteen years of educa 
tion and is advanced in chemical engineering at the university. 
You understand the difference? The Indian is ambitious for the 
first time. Is that not good for the future of Mexico?" 

Go almost anywhere within the width and length of Mexico 
today in 1944 and ask, "Who did this?" "Who did that?" The 
answer is so overwhelmingly "Cardenas" that it almost seems 
there was never any other chief executive. "The beautiful road 
to Acapulco?" "Cardenas." "The spectacular highway to Guada 
lajara?" "Cardenas." "This bridge? That dam?" "Cardenas." 
"Those irrigation works in progress?" "Cardenas began them." 
'That hospital? That orphanage? The children's playground?" 
"Cardenas." He gave and gave the little things mounted up kr 
alleviation of man's distresses. A pipe line here, a district nurse 
tliere, a sanitary engineer, a thousand budded orange trees for 
tlm village, chemicals to purify water in another, scholarships 
fear bright sons of poor soldiers. But, beyond all these material 
benefits, he gave tibe "forgotten man" a new hope. He led the 
common people out of a bondage that was centuries in arrears 
of cmtaaporary civilization. Despite the shortness of time and 
Wild events aod die opposition of malicious forces mightier than 
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the Pharaohs, he brought his people within sight of a promised 
land. Then, without bidding them farewell, he retired, leaving 
them to pursue their own destiny under other leaders. As a pass 
port to the future he had presented each with an imponderable 
gift that might be called "vision." 



PART TEN 
HIGH PLACE IN THE HEMISPHERE 

28. A Good Left Hand 

"We aye here to deliberate on the fate of the 
Americas! 9 

EZEQUIHU PADCU-A 

A sound, well^nfcqgrated, and conciliatory man was precisely 
what Mexico needed in this critical transitional state this emerg 
ence from daring socialistic experimentation into temperate con 
solidation. With his uncanny instinct, Cardenas had chosen for 
chief executive that man best calculated to keep the pendulum 
from describing too drastic an arc to the right By nature, Avila 
Camacho was nothing of an extremist or aa cjqparicDH^talisL He 
possessed none of Cardenas's flashing genius. ^RjuilibriuiB," said 
one of his admirers pointedly, **is far better than genius in ad 
ministrative politics. Genius is good fee a writer, a musician, a 
painter. But it is apt to be dangerous in politics/* 

Avfla CanaadiQ stood almost squarely in die middle of tbe 
road. But that toad was very different from the Mexican road 
of 19101 It was a imd that had bem three decides in the process 
of constractkm, wer since Madero offered the first plans for a 
section of k. It was a raad laid oot or die general welfare^ and 
had been reinforced and extended through successiire adboioistra- 
ti0n% sabotaged under Vi^oriaao Knotty pushed ahead few- 
s&hly under Cardesas. Bui: tboi^ti Airlk Casasd^'s foet; went 
planted firmly in die middfe way^ Ms heart was Qadtedif en 
tlie left side with Cardkaias. 
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When he took office three outstanding objectives of the Revolu 
tion had already been accomplished. Except in isolated cases, 
agrarian feudalism was a thing of the past sixty million acres 
had been cut off from big estates and allotted to peasants. The 
power of the Catholic church had been radically restricted. So 
many rural schools had been built that Mexico had definitely 
begun its march toward total literacy. 

The new president did not consider the Revolution finished, 
but he knew the time had come for it to check up on itself, to 
measure solid gains against flaws, errors, abuses. As soon as he 
was in power he began to speak much of "evolution." After a 
tempestuous reign of three decades King Revolution was dead. 
Long live the King Evolution! 

Where Cardenas had overwhelmingly put the emphasis of his 
government on uplifting the common man, Avila Camacho 
promised "to govern for all." Since as a school boy his ruling 
principle had been a desire for harmony, now into his cabinet 
the new president brought a remarkable fusion of allegiances and 
ideologies. Close friends and followers of ex-presidents were 
given portfolios. The opulently gifted, world-visioned Ezequiel 
Padilla, whose eloquence had often caused him, to be chosen as 
his spokesman by President Calles, was made minister of foreign 
affairs. Level-headed Francisco Xavier Gaxiola, former private 
secretary of the business-man president, Abelardo Rodriguez, 
became minister of public economy. Fortes Gil was represented 
by the progressive new minister of agriculture, Marte Gomez, 
But Cardenas men got the majority of cabinet positions. The 
only one of first importance, however, who remained precisely in 
his place was Eduardo Suarez, the astute minister of finance 
under Cardenas. The brilliant, intellectual Ramon Beteta, former 
undersecretary of foreign affairs and the personal adviser to whom 
Cardenas was most devoted, was shifted to the post of under 
secretary of finance. Another close personal friend of the ex- 
the forceful Francisco Castillo Najera, was left in his 
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strategic post as ambassador to the United States. The most con 
servative member of the cabinet was the president's own brother 
Maximino, who shortly was made minister of commimications. 
The top place, that of minister of the interior* went to the young 
est among them, the personable, energetic Miguel Alemin, who 
had conducted the Avila Camacho campaign- 
Important positions outside the cabinet were divided among 
those of diverse persuasions. The erudite, pro-Spanish, intensely 
Catholic Jose Vasconcelos, who had exiled himself under Calles 
and who had been permitted to return to Mexico in 1939 under 
Cardenas, was made director of the National Library, 

In his first year, many advisers urged the new president to pur 
sue what they called "energetic policies." But to Avila Camacho 
that was another name for violent measures hurtful to human 
liberty. He was determined to rule by persuasion. *That which 
is not obtained by good will is negative/* he said. At the begin 
ning of the revolution, he confessed, it had been necessary to 
fight even to use 75-mm- guns just as a growing child needs 
the rod from time to time. But Mexico had now enliered Ac 
educational stage of its development. *TThe whole republic de 
mands now/' he said, *a material and spiritual omscdidatio0 of 
our social conquests in a prosperous and powerful economy. 

Despite some significant changes in policy, the first two years 
of the Avila Camacho regime were on lie whole characterized 
by an unprecedented outward harmony. Almost every faction 
f ound his administration not unpleasiag. **So far he has done 
nothing wrong" was on millions of lips. Of course, lie could 
neither charm the incorrigibly reactionary who stii prayed for 
another Diaz* nor amid he satisfy the cotumiinists. Ife* erf daese 
giotips would liaw been ooiiDaat only wkh a oi&iplcte 
throw of democracy. Yet area bo& sets of avdbanlBMl* 

admitted, * K R=Aaps he is the best we caa d der tine ck- 
WafcAiiig Win iiaade tbe rarknis fectbia in the 
as a beBfighte pbp the bill witfe hk cape-cliapdl left 
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hand to get him into whatever part of the arena he desires, 
the people began to murmur delightedly, "He has a good left 
hand." 

The president's first "reform'* act, within a fortnight of his 
inauguration, was a pronounced modification of the Cardenas 
agrarian program, though there was no indication that Cardenas 
himself disapproved of it. Avila Camacho decreed that the acre 
age the government had given to the peasants in communal 
possession should pass into personal ownership. Almost a million 
and a half heads of families were to become private owners of the 
ejidal plots. But the new peasant proprietors were to be protected 
from themselves as well as from unscrupulous speculators some 
thing Benito Juarez had neglected to do. Ownership was not 
transferable; the acres could neither be mortgaged nor sold. The 
land was to remain in the family in perpetuity or until death 
wiped out the family. Financial assistance from the government 
was to continue where necessary. The large-scale cooperative 
farms, such as those in Yucatan and the Laguna, were to continue 
their co-operative methods and management. But the collectivist 
Russian way was not to be the agrarian way of Mexico. This was 
a deliberate blow to the adherents of Stalinism. 

The next anti-communist move was to take the National Rail 
ways out of workers' control and put them back under govern 
ment management. The workers had failed miserably, and the 
severe reprimands of Cardenas had not caused them to mend 
their ways. But, by way of conciliation, labor retained three of 
tiie sieven seats on the board. 

One of Avila Camacho's most significant reforms was an 
asudKimeut .to the nationalization of properties law, by which 
tfae courts, not the ministry of finance, received the power of 
OfMiopration or confiscation. This measure was brought about 
by pressure from the church, so that any acquired church 
would ^ave some degree of legal protection. Although 



ta4 uatioiialized petroleum, Avia Camacho proposed 
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that private Mexican enterprise be permittee! to engage in new 
oil industry, 

While promising labor that all previous gains and reforms 
would be strictly protected, the new government had the labor 
code revised to forbid illegal strikes. The first serious strike in 
the regime had a compromise settlement- Employees erf the Brit 
ish-owned Mexican Tramways struck for wage increases and par 
ticipation in the management. They did not get the latter, but 
they did the former. To make possible the increase in pay the 
company had not been able to pay a dividend tor years Mexican 
Tramways was allowed to raise certain fares. Here was a settle 
ment that betokened protection for labor, but also protection to 
capital, 

Industrialization took new heart with Avila Camacfao. The 
stepping down from the key position ia labor of **that scourge 
and terror of capital/* Ixrabardo Tdedano, was an added stimu 
lus to business. When his term as secretory-general of CTI4 was 
over in the spring of 1941, Lombardo Toledano was mom&sA 
by a labor leader considerably less radkat The ^otmg-|awi Fklel 
Velasquez lacked Lombardo Toledano's dynamism and iufdloet, 
but he seemed to be the harmootzer Mesko needed in it$ itad- 
jiistmenL By no means, however, did Lombardo Toledano retire 
from the public scene as Cardenas dkL He still retailed two sig 
nificant position He continued as director of the Workers* Uni 
versity, where laborers study ecoiioinks, political science, lan 
guages* psychology t and Marxism* for a peso a fear. Here Ms 
iaftoeiice on die rbi^ing erf coataiiparary and future 
laber is still jmim&tL MoriKiPcr, fe: i^daiiKsd the 
Confederation oC Latin American Wadbers* thai: 



tioo which holds tremendous potentialities, even thoiigh its activ- 
itics aic necessaril y cmfeed lor ifee war's duration. T&W|j|i I^Wh 
bardo Toiedano has nnquestkniably lost a great deal of hb pe^ 
larity widi tbe Meskaa is^Acfi a^J though his mulipes M still 
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suspect with many of them, he remains the outstanding labor 
leader between the Rio Grande and the nether tip of Chile. 

The liberals in Mexico had little quarrel with the reform moves 
Avila Camacho made during the first nine months of his regime. 
They had no cause for apprehension until the leftist minister of 
education, Dr. Luis Sanchez Ponton, was relieved of his office 
and a rightist, Octavio Vejar Vasquez, succeeded him. This ap 
pointment seemed brought about by clerical pressure. For soon 
the new minister was saying in public that Mexican education 
should have the sign of the cross behind it, and he began clear 
ing the ministry and the schools of those even suspected of sym 
pathy with socialism. Here was a complete right-about from the 
socialistic educational program which had left religion completely 
outside its operations. A law forbidding co-education in state 
schools was passed. Cardenas had fostered co-education not only 
for economy but because he believed it would accelerate woman's 
advancement in civic rights and responsibilities. But girls were 
henceforth to be educated "principally as mothers" the old cry 
of the Nazis and Fascists, as the leftists quickly pointed out. 
Liberals as well as communists now began to fear a return of 
clerical domination in education and thence a tie-up between the 
church and the army, followed by clerical meddling in polities'. 
And when Vejar Vasquez restored to the Jesuits a huge block 
of property which Cardenas had expropriated and turned into 
four large schools, the liberals were completely convinced that 
the new minister was a menace to the general welfare of Mexico. 
^Educational progress has been set back half a century,** they 
declared. 

It now seemed that Cardenas had been ill-advised in getting 
congress to pass the bill for socialistic education as an amend 
ment to the famous Article 3. The ministry of education, which 
iiad more and more come under the control of communist sym- 
patfaizers, had poshed Cardenas's ideals far beyond any "scien 
tific** iatojtJQiis and had become too imitatively red. Teachers 
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who sneered at the symbol of the cross as BO more than two 
pieces of wood fitted together were often congratulated by school 
inspectors. But when the youngsters' heads were stuffed with 
the notion that they were equal to their parents "all, all are 
equal" and taught they must never say, "Good morning, 
mamma/* "Good morning, papa," but simply, "Good morning, 
comrade," it was more than parenthood would stand for. So 
some of Vejar Vasquez* so-called retrogressing in education was 
by no means unpopular with many mothers and fathers. And 
despite all the attacks on the private church schools, many a 
parent who considered himself an advanced liberal in ideology 
preferred to send his offspring to one of those private schools run 
by nuns. The sisters were often better trained as teachers than 
those to be found in the federal schools. They spoke better Span 
ish and seemed more thorough in their teaching and more de 
voted in improving the manners and morals of their charges. 

The church bells, whkh had rung gently, almost furtively, for 
so many years, soon began to peal with triumphant vigor in the 
counter-revolution. The well-to-do members erf the Falaagc and 
coteries of upper-class refugees from Catholk European countries 
began to make churchgoing in the cities fashionable again. In 
provincial towns, too, citizens erf every social and economic cate 
gory surged to the services and knelt indiscriminately 00 the siBue 
floors. 

This swing back to Catholicism was greadf augmented by die 
activities of two rightist organizations, which came from widely 
different economic groups. Both served Axis imenesls, dfeettiy 
or iodirectly* Hie first was the Faknge, whose members WCTC 
adherents of Franco and esEpoeents of his much-publicized dk> 
turn: "The foreign policy of Spain is dedicated to the spiritual 
reco|!iest of Latio Anierica.** The memSbm of tiik gpoup in 
Mexk0 numbered about fifty thousand . Ttidr magazine Hkfmi* 
dad, which disseminated their propaganda^ was characrcristkally 
pro-Axis, aatihSoGQsi|c, aMi-Uiritei States. Many of iheit 
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bers affected black shirts. Though the organization's work had 
been considerably curbed by the fact that Cardenas had never 
recognized the Franco government, it had got in some telling 
propaganda against the Allies' war effort before It was officially 
outlawed and sent under cover. 

The other suspect organization was not a transplantation from 
Spain; it evolved out of Mexico. Hie movement called itself 
Union National Sinarquista, "without anarchy." Though direct 
connection with the Axis has not been proved, the Axis liberally 
aided the movement with contributions. Like the Nazis, the 
members have a characteristic salute, the difference being they 
extend their right arm diagonally to the left. Fanatically pro- 
Catholic and intensely anti-communist, sinarqttismo declares for 
what it calls "the restoration of the Christian Social Order.** 
Though its acts of violence have been denied, the movement is 
alleged to be a revival of the cri$teros> who rose up in the time 
erf Calks and dynamited and stabbed "in the name of Christ the 
King." 

The sin&rquistas consider the "liberal democracy" as practiced 
in Mexico as dangerous to their "Christian order" as is commu 
nism. They oppose bitterly any idea of collectivism, even in 
agrarian matters. They seem determined to have the government 
repeal the anti-clerical laws and to give the church the full 
license that existed before Juarez. Though Cardenas was careful 
net &> enforce the anti-clerical laws too rigorously and Avila 
Camacho made public confession of faith, the simirqms&zs say 
the laws must be wiped from the statute books. The power of die 
was attested in their effective backing of the church's 
against socialistic education and co-education. 

As communism flourishes almost exclusively in urban dMricts 

^teQug industrial woAers, the strength of sinarqmsmo lies prio- 

in ftinal legions. In those parts of Mexico where the 

^OT e?er swayed tfee Indians, the members are loost: 

} jScpie fffiagesf are one hundred per ceol: m the more- 
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ment. One liberal critic has said every parish house in Mexico 
is being turned into a sinarquista club. 

Though a man named Manuel Torres Biieoo is now the con 
fessed chief of the movement, since CassiusJean Salvador Abascal 
was demoted for talking too much, the direction of the organ 
ization is secret. Complete obedience is demanded of its members. 
The power of the discipline is evidenced by the way in which 
its adherents have renounced alcoholic beverages, including the 
national drink of pulque. The leaders are strong advocates erf 
family life. They cry out for rural education, as if the idea had 
originated with them, as if Cardenas had eot made education 
of the poor peasants his most important work. Their program 
sounds entirely virtuous. It has one great flaw it is anti 
democratic. Its members take orders, just as communists take 
orders from Stalin and Nazis from Hitler,. 

Whoa a new colonization by sin^rqmstm in Lower California 
was condemned by the chamber of deputies as fifth-columnist, 
the president averred that he himself had approved of their estab 
lishing such a colonization. He said he did not believe tliat Ac 
sinarquistas constituted aay danger to the country. His minister 
of interior, Miguel Aleman, whose business it was 10 eradicate 
the fifth column, went on record to declare he had not: been abk 
to discover anything subversive in its activities. Leftists accuse 
Avik Camaefao of BOt being averse to die increasing power dE 
the movement, because it might serve him as a political check on 
odier groups. The mmB-qmstss claim they are no! political an! 
that tibey do m& Intend fco pBrtki|K^ ia pcdilks. But liberal poli 
ticians watch their growth with speculation and misgivings. In 
five years the movement has grown into a potentially formidable 
organization estimated to have eigiit hundred thousand members, 

Nb ooe can say how far die power of srnarqtasmo may reach. 
As yet ao dyoasiic leader has revealed hmnselL His eacsnes 
murmur that the scholarly Jose Vasconcelos is a secret fosxe IB 
movement. Though presumably shorn of his one-time poiki- 
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cal influence, Vasconcelos holds not only the significant position 
of director of the National Library, but he is head of a private 
college of his own. A man of subtle and brilliant intellect, he is 
a disarming personality and a stirring speaker. If he ever emerged 
to show himself as a political leader of some branch of the counter 
revolution, he might indeed create a stir. 

Vasconcelos insists today that he is a "Christian revolutionist" 
and has always been one. "I will fight to the death the anti- 
Christian/* he declares. "I was reared a Catholic. I left the church 
because it supported Huerta. Calles's persecution of the church 
sent me back to it. I have always been with the persecuted. When 
grafters and criminals are your enemies they accuse you of being 
reactionary." 

Liberals shake their heads over Jose Vasconcelos. They speak 
of him with some perturbation as "our clandestine minister of 
education." They distrust his influence. He is idolized by a group 
of zealous religionists and pro-Falangists among the students at 
the National University. If being strongly pro-Catholic and pro- 
Spanish makes a reactionary in Mexico, Vasconcelos is a reaction 
ary. But he is a highly honorable one and must be reckoned with 
as a leader among the intellectuals. 

While affairs at home were taking up most of the Mexican 
government's energies and attention, the wars in Europe and 
Asia became a specter of global menace. Mexico had just begun 
to co-ordinate her agricultural and industrial activities. She was 
hoping to forge, as the president said, "an economy capable of 
sustaining the enormous program of education and hygiene 
which the material and moral well-being of her citizens has so 
long demanded." But by the spring of 1941 the subversive work 
of die Germans and the Japanese had caused the government 
to consider the dim possibility of an invasion that might strike 
ail seme part of the western hemisphere. 
* ; *fe' May, tfce president ordered military maneuvers in Poebla, 
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his native state. On the outskirts of Puebla, the capital city, where 
many bloody battles had been fought in the past, eleven thousand 
troops went through their paces for a fortnight. For the climax 
a spectacular sham battle was staged on the hallowed ground of 
the Cinco dc Mayo victory over the French in 1862. Despite the 
excitement and enthusiasm and some marvelous feats of the 
Mexican cavalry, the impact of the maneuvers was in the bare 
faced revelation of Mexico's military weakness. Since the time erf 
Juarez the main purpose of the army had been to keep order 
within the boundaries of the republic. The personnel of the 
Mexican forces was quite adequate for peace-time operation, but 
there were only forty-two thousand first-line combat troops and 
some sixty thousand agraris&zs, rural volunteers whom Cardenas 
had armed mainly for their own protection. The shortages in 
equipment were appalling. The army planes not more than 
thirty could be sure even of take-off were five years old or more. 
Hie nation's anti-aircraft guns numbered one. 

At the conclusion of the May maneuvers, however. President 
Avila Camacho, with a broad, bland smile,, said cheerfully to 
the press: "There will never be any danger of an attack oa the 
United States by any other nation through Mexico.** 

The magazine Time's observer, while paying tribute to the 
daring and endurance of Mexican soldiers, felt less assured. "Tlie 
equipment with which Mexico must defend 764^000 square miles,** 
he wrote, "does not equal either in quantity or quality that of 
the National Guard of Connecticut/* 

The following September, to reassure the ckizeas of die capital, 
Mexico's six thinly plated fotir-lm tanks were seat forth in 
parade. At the comer of Lopez and Artktilo 123 Street a taxi 
driver turned sharply and anadied into one of the instrtmmts 
of war, TTie tsnJk was so badly damaged that wneckers had to 
assist it to a repair shop. The Chevrolet, kaweraF, proceeded <m 
its own power to jail and cutirtj wliare the unlucky cab driwr 
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was fined "for damaging state property." The incident brought 
hilarious delight to the Mexican crowd. 

While there was not the faintest doubt that Mexico would fight 
fiercely to protect her shores from invasion from the east or the 
west, she could hardly protect herself without materiel. Her min 
istry of national defense went into conference with a vitally in 
terested and welcome defense mission from the United States. 
Mexico had virtually no money to put into war gear. Mexico 
could not think of diverting her small budget from education, 
swamp drainage, and public-health improvement to spend it on 
total defense, which would still be no guarantee against a con 
centrated Axis invasion. So it was necessary that the United 
States materially assist in the Mexican defense measures. 

Three weeks before Pearl Harbor the United States State De 
partment had tried to make generous amends for the sharpness 
of its notes in regard to the oil expropriation and agrarian claims. 
On November nineteen. United States-Mexican agreements were 
signed in Washington by Secretary of State Hull and Ambassador 
Castillo Najera, The agreements greatly clarified the diplomatic 
atmosphere and brought back a cordiality into the term "good 
neighbor* 5 that had gone a little sour in 1938. 

Mexico assumed the obligation to settle the oil companies' 
claims* The two governments were each to appoint an expert 
to determine just compensation payable. In earnest of good faith, 
the Mexican government deposited $9,000,000 on account of the 
compensation to be paid. This was hardly mere than a cupful in 
a biidket to the valuation the American oil companies set on their 
seized properties reputedly $i75/xx>,ooo. The difference between 
tfcis figure and die $11,500,000 die Mexican economic investigators 
tt&i claimed they were worth in 1938 would ordinarily have caEed 
6pf siiporJbiiinafi arbitralio. The crisis of the time% however, 
jtafol i^eii for Mexico and ill for die coffees o die corporations. 
flat fer ifce amsoeiiceiiimt <rf the decision was April 
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twentieth, 1942. The oil companies became resigned. They knew 
their claims must be sacrificed to war effort 

The two governments next agreed to negotiate a reciprocity- 
trade pact The United States treasury devised a method of finan 
cial co-operation that would make transactions easy on Mexico. 
To stabilize the peso, it agreed to make $40^00^000 immediately 
available to the Bank of Mexico. To expedite the final construe- 
tion of the Pan-American Highway through Mexico, the Expert- 
Import Bank arranged substantial credits and announced that it 
would consider other requests for credits for economic develop 
ment not only by the Mexican government but by private enter 
prise guaranteed by die government 

The treasury revealed a radical change of heart about the silver 
purchases which it had stopped in March, 1938, a week after the 
oil expropriation. It agreed to buy Mexkan silver direct from 
the Mexican government at the preferential rate of thirty-five 
cents per ounce that had been paid previous to the expropriations. 
This meant the purchase of some six milikm ounces of silver a 
month, at approximately $^ooo/xx> a year, 

In full settlement of the agrarian claims for Americaa-cviied 
property damaged by rc<dutkms or expfioyriated under the rev 
olutionary laws erf the land, Mexico agrtcd to py If^oopoa 
Already sfae had paid $33000^00 cm this account The remainder 
was to be paid in annual In^alloimts for fifteen years. 

American conservatives protested tibat the United State tad 
beea out-traded 00 almost CTery issue. Much dE the otdk f m the 
maoonOTQg met to die astute Mcxkaa aidbs^^kr. H edi bc- 
looged ID the srate, far-ri^ificd foragp raiiiste", Ezequid Padilla, 
A i%pribe bad been paid for good wHL Bin: ft prowd 
business a the Sisitr Di^^ti^rfs past, fer rise Uoiod 



aaod rf some striking tfemmtteEtem o tfae 
. lir gcuca^ senfeaoii fortiied A^: ifca 

whiA wm soim fe> lie ptn to a 



al tfce I^n-Asieocaii CiMfearaioe ^: Efe <fc f aneiro. It 
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Dr. Padilla the trump ace he urgently needed in the game he 
was playing in Mexico against pro-Axis sentiment. When he 
rose in the Mexican senate to comment on the agreements, Padilla 
was already addressing all Latin America. 

"This marks a change in the international policy of the United 
States," he said, "not only towards Mexico but towards all the 
countries of America. The supreme values of co-operation and 
good will have been substituted for the dictates of imperialism 
and force . . . The signing of the agreement was one of the most 
eloquent demonstrations of the new American spirit. It is a moral 
triumph for American solidarity." 

According to the Mexican press, Ezequiel Padilla became the 
man of the hour in Mexico. Within two months he was to be 
toasted as the man of the hour in the Americas. 

While Avila Camacho pled for unity and harmony on every 
front and went all out for complete co-operation with the United 
States and the Allies, Axis agents worked openly and under 
cover to rupture the happy relations. 

The news of Pearl Harbor came as a great shock to Mexico, 
as well as to the United States. On first reaction, some gringo 
haters were jubilant that the litde dark men had slapped Uncle 
Sam so viciously in the face. But on seconjd thought they, too, 
were confounded to realize that their long Pacific coast line was 
exposed to the danger of invasion. The Japanese navy knew that 
coast thoroughly; it had sent "fishing expeditions" repeatedly 
into every cove. There was only one tiny gunboat to guard the 
harbor of Acapulco. Anti-aircraft protection was non-existent. 
Regardless of the sentiment of some of her citizens, the Mexican 
government did not hesitate to stand firmly by the United States. 
She promptly broke off diplomatic relations with Germany, Italy, 
and Japan, She took possession of Axis shipping and froze bank 
deposits. Axis nationals were shortly removed from the coastal 
and settled in the interior where they could be dosely 
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observed. (There were a little fewer than 7,500 Germans in 
Mexico, some 5,000 Italians, and 4,300 Japanese.) Axis business 
concerns, like the German hardware and chemical firms and 
the coffee plantations of Chiapas, were taken over by state ad 
ministrators, the profits to be paid into blocked funds in die 
government-owned Bank of Mexico. However, many alien na 
tionals working for allied concerns were not disturbed. Intelli 
gent discrimination was practiced. For instance, Orestes Cabutti, 
director of Thos. Cook and Son in Mexico, a cultivated Italian 
who had lived for eleven years in the country and who was not 
only extremely popular but highly respected for his integrity and 
his services to Mexico, was left at his post and unrestricted in 
every way. 

Immediately on hearing the news of Pearl Harbor, General 
Cardenas offered his services to the president. They were promptly 
accepted, and he was put in command of all the defenses of the 
vulnerable west coast Within a year and a fortnight the national 
emergency had brought Cardenas from his retirement back into 
the public life. He went straightway to that exposed, barren 
tongue of land known as Lower California and began consiniD- 
tion of essential military roads. On January twelfth, 1942, Presi 
dent Roosevelt and President Avila Camadbo announced the cre 
ation of a commission to consider die joint defense of Mexico 
and the United States, while Ezequkl Padilk poodo^ed Ac im 
perative need of a unity d all the Americas and prepared t plead, 
at the kaminemt Rio Cool orence, for real hemispheric solklarity. 

The success of this Pas- American ami eroace was by 00 cleans 
a f oregeifie conclusion. Several of the l^rin American gwcra- 
ments were fascist sympathizers. Others feared the Axis might 
and preferred to stay neutral and not risk material loss. At the 
beginning of 1942 there was considerable doubt that the Allies 
would win. Germany was then m&oriom almost CTerywfaone Iw 
troops went. The Japg had prated their straa|^fa as wefl 3$ tiiek 
viciousness. England was losing colonial possessions at many 
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points of the compass. War-material production in the United 
States was making slow headway. Despite repeated good-neighbor 
manifestations in Latin America, the position of the United States 
there was somewhat equivocal. Argentina's government was 
known to have litde love for the northern republic. No one could 
say positively who were the passive enemies. 

Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, the United States rep 
resentative to the congress, was deeply concerned. If the republics 
split now it would be catastrophic to the structure he had labored 
so arduously and skillfully with Cordell Hull to erect. But this 
was not the time for the United States to take the lead in persua 
sion. The telling initiative should come from some Latin Ameri 
can statesman. On the urbane Brazilian foreign minister, Os- 
waldo Aranha, Mr. Welles could absolutely depend. But Brazil 
was already known to be the United States' best friend south. 
Mr. Welles needed a new imagination-stirring spokesman some 
one from a quarter that had hitherto not been an avowed admirer 
of the United States. He hoped Mexico's foreign minister would 
prove to be that man. Dr. Padilla had the distinguished presence, 
the intelligence, the force, and even the charm such a leader 
needed. And he was flushed with the encomiums of his own 
people because of the success of the extraordinary agreements 
with the United States. To many of the Latin American delegates 
and the international press men Dr. Padilla was only sligjhdy 
known. Though Mr. Welles admired him and knew his strong 
democratic loyalties, he was not fully aware of his magnetism 
with an audience. He did not know that Demosthenes had been 
Padilla's hero of heroes since his youth. When the time came for 
Mexico's representative to speak, things had been going stuffily 
10 dae sultry atmosphere of a Brazilian summer. Padilla, looking 
ery Jiandsome in a double-ireasted suit of coffee-colored silk, 
measmesd his audience sympathetically and began to speak quietly. 
^e are here to deliberate on tlie fate of the Americas.** 
:\ j Jbt tfae end el Ills first sentence a spell-like silence fell over the 
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assembly. Perspiring delegates stopped fanning themselves with 
their programs. Hardened newspapermen felt prickly sensations 
along their backbones. Women in the gallery caught their breaths 
as their hearts skipped a beat 

The voice continued, though the people sensed the words rather 
than heard them. They felt the personality, the controlled ferw 
behind the words. "Japan's attack on the United States was not 
only an attack on the United States, it was an aggression by the 
totalitarian states on the world's democracies ... it was an attack 
made by a totalitarian power on Ac whole of America. 7 * 

The representatives of republics not in accord with the United 
States began to squirm as the voice increased in volume. The 
men who have Mien gloriously on Wake Island and in the 
Philippines . . . have not fallen to defend the honor and sov 
ereignty of the United States alone. They have also fallen to 
defend human liberty and the free destiny of America." 

As Padilla paused, the place broke into an emotional pande 
monium. Sumner Welles dabbed his moist brow ligfady with an 
immaculate handkerchief and breathed with reIkE The new 
spokesman was a tremendous success* 

The Mexican went on reinforcing with logic and feeling the 
necessity of hemispheric solidarity aad pointing out its future 
blessings. "If we can in this war manage &> organic no! only 
an economy but also an American moral entky, we dball fee abfe 
to show tliat in our resolutions we are net only iiitosHed in the 
beading of shipyards and the building of airplanes, bet also tkn 
tt is something higher dial: we air eager to fairiM and that 
is tbe Free Man cf Animal TTie diears die gbs& in tfie 

window fames. Ncrar in !^A0iaia*i* history had a speaker 
rtedhred a moir and tmHehno^ imrioii- 

TTie strength pssion f P&dlk*$ onfitiaii carried mot 
influence than his oratorical periods. ABI! fast as effectively ia 
die public ha!, bis pe^as^e efexfaciide carried w%tt k 
pritacy a OMiirataee mosm la Us Akt sleeves he ^p^ *ip 
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the nights pointing out, in a voice of gentle reasonableness, the 
perils of disunity. 

At the January twenty-third meeting he was ready with his 
second prepared speech to recommend a collective rupture with 
the totalitarian countries. All the other republics except Argen 
tina and Chile were in accord. He aimed his words at those two 
reluctant nations. 

"This is without doubt a moment of tremendous historic im 
portance. It is itself an episode of the war/' he began. Again he 
had his audience spellbound. "We have not come here to argue 
with the words of peace, but to speak in terms' of continental se 
curity, which is now so gravely threatened. . . . This is no time 
to defend material wealth" his gaze fell on the Argentinian 
delegation "it is time for sacrifice." He drove the point home. 
"It would be ignoble to pretend that others should defend the 
heritage of justice, the unity of America which we so loudly 
advocate, while we shelter ourselves in selfishness and false secur 
ity. We are all of us in the same boat. Time will save none of us 
alone. All of us on this continent shall be crushed together or all 
of us be saved beneath the banner of American unity/' 

When the applause subsided, Padilla spoke soothing words to 
Argentina's representative, Dr. Ruiz Guinazu, who was sweating 
profusely: "If there has been indecision no matter, the constel 
lations take form with the advance of night." Then he again 
applied the goad: <c We are all in danger, and when the time 
comes for conscience to awake within this ail-American unity, 
our two great sister peoples, Argentina and Chile, will make 
their conclusions known and, with their fraternal decision, 
brighten the union of all our flags assembled face to face with the 
tragic fate that menaces humanity/' 

No man could have done better even if the Argentinian and 
Chilean delegates were willing to do no more than to recom 
mend to their governments a rupture of diplomatic relations 
die Axis! powers The signatures of the representatives of aH 
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the twenty-one American republics gave an appearance of com 
plete unity. Mexico's prestige had never been higher with her 
sister republics. She had supplanted Argentina as Latin America's 
co-leader with Brazil. While Padilla's way was literally strewn 
with flowers wherever he moved in Rio, the unhappy Argen 
tinian delegates got painful bumps on the head when their de 
parting plane dropped into Guanabara Bay just after the take 
off. "The plane was noC overloaded/' explained the Jesting Os- 
waldo Aranha; "oh, no; it was Dr. Ruiz's conscience that was 
too heavy." 

On the whole, the conference had come off well. Sumner 
Welles was gratified. Here was reward for years erf labor for a 
cause that lay close to his heart. Being a good neighbor had paid 
another imponderable dividend. And if the United States had 
not been on most friendly terms with Mexico, and if Mexico had 
not had a foreign minister with such vision and oratorical virtu 
osity, it is conceivable that the proceedings might have fallen 
flat 



29. Counter-Revolution 

"What Mexico needs is economic help that will 
not imply the sale of her freedom nor the slav 
ery of her people" 



WOODROW WILSON 



By the time Padilla returned to Mexico wreathed with laurels, 
big money from the United States had arrived to implement the 
Mexican defense. Fortification of harbors was soon under way, 
and plans were completed for the construction of landing fields, 
like the vast one at Ixtepec in the strategic Isthmus of lehuan- 
tepec. Vessels of the United States and all the other American 
repubEcs were granted access to the harbors, and warplanes were 
permitted a twenty-four hour stop-over on the airfields. The local 
manufacture of small arms and the production of essential min 
erals were accelerated. 

Throughout the spring of 1942, however, until the fourteenth 
of May there were few visible signs of war-like activities in 
Mexico. But on that date the Mexican oil tanker Potrero de 
llano was torpedoed by the Germans off the coast of Florida. 
Several Mexican sailors lost their lives. There was some vengeful 
shouting in the streets, and on June first Mexico officially de 
clared war on Germany. 

But by no means was joy ubiquitous when Mexico's decision 
to enter the war on the side of Great Britain and the United 
States was announced. Mexico had galling historical grudges 
against other great powers England, France, and the United 
Sates but none against Germany. Of all alien nationals the Ger 
mans had made themselves the most agreeable to the Mexicans* 
Tfeek iHistness representatives before Hitler's barter system 
had played fair with the Mexicans. Their traveling salesmen had 
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learned Spanish and gone into hinterland villages, selling their 
hardware and their drags, giving toys to the children, often doc 
toring sick animals free, making friends for themselves and the 
German nation. Even the blondest German was not considered a 
gringo in the same category as a nortcamcricano or an English 
man. Many Germans had married into good mestizo families 
and had become accepted as Mexicans. At the large family gath 
erings so common in Mexico^ if the radio played the Mexican 
national anthem it was the German iii-laws who knew the words 
better than the Mexicans themselves and sang them mere lustily. 
It had been impossible to turn Germans into hated eaemics 
within a few hours after their Japanese partners had bombed 
Pearl Harbor. Now k was not easy to make every Mexican be 
lieve that Germans would blow up a tanker and kill Mexican 
sailors. Only six months before Pearl Harbor, in a poll taken of 
the eighty students in a high-class Imsiaess school in Ae capital, 
seventy-two had confessed their pro-Axis sratifBeats. Many 
Mexican youths still treasured the buttoofaok German eagles 
and the little swastikas the German embassy had given out by 
the thousands the day France capitulated. The pro-Alks senti 
ment in Mexko came from the middle classes, the pncrfesskmal 
men, the more literate adherents of Cardenas and from the radi 
cal labor unions, which had swiftly changed their tune aboni: 
the imperialist war when Germany forced Russia to daaage life. 
Whether the Germans did or did IK& blow up a score dE tankers, 
masy erf the well-to-do white Mexicans wen: speechless wilt 
rage at die war declaration against Germany- And in optiaiary dis 
tricts some of die peasants had been so miditioiMd Aat or baK 
a century the only fbrriga enemy they cotikl coiiceif e ci figib&- 
ing was Ac Yaalies. Wltee die war decbi^ition was auMW^ccd 
OTOT the radio, ia die f^qmerim m& 

sksiMed gkrfully, *DeaA iu the ^^r&MErtoili>bedbaki 
sober to make dion reafee thai Moioo was TO the ride ni Ac 
grimgos and daey Am became most dazed than utoi drani- 
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The masses were mightily bewildered. Through the press and 
the radio, the government had to devise a strenuous campaign 
to recondition the people's minds. Street singers were sent through 
villages giving the tidings in both Spanish and Indian dialects, 
dinning into the public the fact that Mexico could not survive 
if the United States were defeated. How could Mexicans relish a 
German victory, citizens were asked, when most of them were a 
mestizo people ? If the Nazis got into control, the mixed-blooded 
population would be made politically impotent by "the master 
race," while the Indians would be used solely for exploitation. 
The people listened stolidly, but few felt an urge to get involved 
in a foreign war. 

In August, 1942, President Avila Camacho decreed military 
instruction for all able-bodied males. In many districts there was 
sullen reaction. Sinarquistas agitated against submission to com 
pulsory military training. Three towns were descended upon by 
armed bands that broke up troops of conscripts drilling in the 
plazas, wounding many, and in Miguel Auza killing the mayor 
and his son among others. Opposition in some places was so 
stubborn and cunning that the government had to pledge itself 
as President Roosevelt did that no boys would be sent over 
seas. The pledge was printed on leaflets and dropped into the 
recalcitrant hinterland by aviators. 

There was only one way to make the peasants believe in the 
sense of being on the side of the gringos and against the Ger 
mans, whose peddlers had always been so polite. That was to set 
up their idol where all could see where his sentiments lay. So as 
Moses uplifted the symbolical brazen serpent in a time of great 
tribulation, Avila Camacho brought ex-President Cardenas back 
10 the capital as minister of national defense and made him the 
Bafkm's tnp-ranldng general. Cardenas spoke to the people. His 
fofce still held all the old magic for them. They began to mur- 
philosophically, "If Lazaro says it is right, it must be so." 

The situaticm in Mexico was not without its special ironies. 
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The republic had not been involved in a foreign war since the 
i86o's, when she was attacked by the French of Napoleon III. 
Here, fourscore years later, she was lined up with the two im 
perial powers she had most feared and hated since that time. 
And the two most avidly peace-loving national figures since 
Madero Cardenas and Avila Camacho found themselves with 
the chief responsibility of conducting a war effort on the home 
front to its effective conclusion, 

The Nazis had spent millions in anti-United States propa 
ganda and in various fifth-columnist activities. Mexico's war 
declaration now served to expedite the elimination of Axis in 
fluence between the Rio Grande and the Panama Canal. While 
Germany was professing contempt for the military set-up in 
Mexico, which Goebbels said was too feeble to make any impres 
sion whatever in the war, Cardenas set about vigorously to re 
organize the army. The whole army machine down to the most 
inexpert cook felt the vibrancy of the new force in command. 
Cardenas built brand-new barracks and turned old colonial build 
ings into well-equipped quarters for the men. Nol only did con 
scripts receive intensive training in arms, but abo scholastic in 
struction to make them better citizens when the war was ova*. 
Thousands of eighteen-year-old Indian lads who spoke only their 
native tongues now had their first lessons in Spanish. Many of 
them had adequate food for the first time in their lives, the first 
warm clothing, Ac first dental and medical care, Ae first knowl 
edge of hygiene, 

Cardenas shifted zone commanders^ impressed them wWi the 
necessity f or efficiency and expedition, His presence at the head 
of the wax effort was felt k the mines, whore men worked 2fr- 
time to produce steategk materials I or Ac American factories. 
Drugs, vegetable oik* iodbstria! akdbd, inaliogaay, chit pea% 
henequeB, and die entire crop of the nJ*^-beari0g gnafuk 
plants loaded Ac freight cars and mwed sfceadHf across the 
border to be processed into needed war prodiicts. Virtually the 
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whole output of silver, copper, antimony, zinc, tungsten, manga 
nese, lead, mica, mercury, arsenic, and feldspar was placed at the 
disposal of the United States. 

Mexican women threw to the winds the church taboos about 
woman's place being in the home, and took their places with men 
in the factories and did the work of men. Courses for women 
in telegraphy, welding, and mechanics were inaugurated. Some 
volunteered for target practice and map reading; others learned 
first aid and nursing. Three mornings a week women practiced 
military drill in the army stadium under the direction of two 
captains, In cities, towns, and remote villages, defense commit 
tees caine to life. Men of all ages and professions drilled in the 
plazas or the playgrounds or the open pastures. School children 
of both sexes substituted drilling for their recess games. Although 
the government was equipped to train only fifty thousand 
eighteen-year-old conscripts a year, its professed purpose was to 
create eventually a reserve force of some two million trained 
men. How far Mexico was from that goal at the beginning of 
1943, however, is shown by one succinct remark of Cardenas. 
On being asked if his soldiers would fight outside the hemis 
phere, the general countered, "With what? Arrows? Rocks?" 

When the anniversary of the Grito del Dolores came in Sep 
tember, 1942, the Plaza de la Constitution before the National 
Palace was filled as it had never been filled except when Cardenas 
spoke on the oil expropriations in 1938 and when the octo 
genarian dictator Diaz had struck the liberty bell in 1910, the 
centenary of Mexico's first bid foar independence. Not only was 
this the first Independence Day celebration in seventy-five years 
fiat had found Mexico involved in a foreign war, but an extraor 
dinary spectack had been promised to the populace. As all eyes 
wiere focused OQ a platform before the palace, the people still 
dufotfti! credence to what they had been told to expect 
at Ae scheduled hour, on to tike platf orm came President 
fallowed by six ex^residoits of Mexko--C&- 
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denas, Calles, Rodriguez, Ortiz Rubk> 5 Fortes Gil, and de la 
Huerta. Ranged side by side in unity, seven living men who had 
served as chief executive of their nation made a striking sight 
for all Mexico and the world to witness. Avila Camacho called 
for the full collaboration of his people with the United Nations 
in their fight against the Axis powers. The crowd shouted itself 
hoarse. If these seven men of varying political philosophies two 
of whom had exiled another, one erf whom had made a rebellion 
against another could make accord for the national emergency, 
then there was hope for a real harmony. "A good kft hand CHIT 
president has indeed," the spectators murmured among them 
selves approvingly. 

The time of stress and danger had also drawn the governments 
of Mexico and the United States closer and closer together. War 
had brought Mexico completely within the commercial orbit erf 
her northern neighbor. In 1941 the United States had taken 
ninety-one per cent of Mexico's total exports and furnished 
eighty-four per cent of her imports. In 1942 the United States 
purchased 519^000 terns of strategic materials, compared with 
221,000 tons in 1939. According to figures made public by Banco 
Nackmal de Mexko in March, 1944, Mexico's exports increased 
from $138,000^00 in 1942 to $213,000,000 in 1943. 

Avik Camacho had made it clear from the day dc his inaugu 
ration that he welcomed foreign capital and assured it guarantiees 
of fair doling. Deposits which had been fearfully withdrawa 
fara Mexican banks at the time erf the ml exprc^sriatiQii panned 
bad: into Mcxiox From QcDobcr, 19^0, IB October, 1941, aloee, 
Ifeeco bad repatriated forty million dollars. And after the rngp- 
ing of the a^coiK^s with the Umtied State* imsiness bad iea% 
begun to boom. To swell the stream erf capital poiiriiig ia$0 
Mexko wane die millions brought in by rich Emqpoa itfegaas. 
A portion of the huge amount of United States capital that had 
gone IBID South America ttiis past cparta cf a ooitiirf came to 
Mexico. Since 1911 American ieTres&ii^ bad fiefe safer in I 
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ing in those South American republics whose governments were 
more conservative. But now the anterooms of Eduardo Villasenor, 
the astute director of the Bank of Mexico, were crowded with 
American capitalists seeking advice about Mexican investments. 

Though the Revolution was ruthless enough about expropriat 
ing acreage, it had exhibited a special awe of banks. During the 
most radical times they were protected. As Villasenor says, "The 
steadfastness of banks is very appealing to the large investor." In 
Mexico, banks continue to enjoy peculiarly high benefits. Many 
of the bank stocks pay dividends of fifteen and twenty per cent. 
Mexicans delight in bank stocks, but the investments they prefer 
above all others are those in rentable houses and buildings. The 
majority feel real security only in improved city real estate. They 
incline to the rentier mind of the French, and prefer to draw 
their interest of twelve to fifteen per cent from assured rents. 
Until recently Mexicans have never been heavy investors in indus 
try. It is not in their nature to venture boldly in business, as it 
is in that of the norteamericano. Though they play the horses 
and buy lottery tickets, Mexicans are not eager gamblers in big 
business. They generally wait cautiously for foreigners to start 
and develop new industries, to furnish the capital and the tech 
nical skill, and then they will buy stock where they can. But 
with so much returned capital in 1941 and 1942, Mexicans began 
to create many new industries on their own. 

By the third year of Avila Camacho's administration, the im 
press of paradox that has run all through Mexico's turbulent 
history was again strikingly noticeable. Progress in social reform 
seemed to have halted so that economic development could catch 
up. The sudden inpouring of capital due to the exigencies of the 
times had brought with it all the abuses of maldistribution of 
wealth. In the midst of Mexico's greatest boom, hard times had 
come to the poor man. War had helped to stack the cards in the 
Ibands of the ccRinter-revolutionists. Daily the rich got richer, 
the expressions on the faces of the poor became grimmer. 
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As their wages bought less and less, the underprivileged felt 
the pinch in their bellies. Prices continued to rise as the quality 
of things went down. By the summer of 1943 the price of many 
foodstuffs had doubled over 1941. The cost of clothing had more 
than doubled, Corn, sugar, and beans, Mexico's most easily raised 
essential commodities, were far from sufficient at any price. Other 
shortages, too, were serious. Frantic housewives and servants stood 
in line for half a day waiting to buy a little charcoal to cook the 
next meal. The price of charcoal was fixed by the government, 
but it often fluctuated according to whether or not a policeman 
was nearby. Sometimes there was none to be had even at Mack- 
market prices. The wildest sort of speculation in various com 
modities played havoc with Aviia Camacho's earnest effort at 
price control. 

Profiteering was on the rampage. And while die president 
straggled arduously to curb the inflation, some of the under men 
in his own ministeries were accused of graft **in the realm erf 
priorities and such.** A young aristocrat who had gone into the 
manufacturing of Venetian blinds in a small way was desperately 
in need of wood from the United States. When he had repeatedly 
failed to get it, a man from oae erf the ministeries telephoned 
him., and said, "I hear you need a certain kind erf wood from the 
United States; I have a carload of it, w&kh I will sdl you at such 
and such a figure." It was more than twice as much as the yoong 
manufacturer could pay and remain in business. w How on earth/* 
he demanded indignantly, "did you, a public official oot in busi 
ness, gel hold erf tfae wood?" i *Nc?er mind that; will you take 
it, at say price?** a l can't afford to; md I will lose mj whole 
btistiiess before 111 submit to such extortion" 

It was abuses like this cue tfcat ptOT^ed Senator Butler to 
allege, in his aatastkallf exaggerated figures dE acoisatim^ tfaat 
a t% portkm of <mr kfid-kase aid was going iato grafters* 
pockets. It was wfeaJ: some erf the Latin Aioerkaas 
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charged. But, naturally, in a program of such magnitude there 
was bound to be some dishonest seepage. 

Certainly the flush times in Mexico which brought such reck 
less joy to the "haves" brought privation and apprehension to 
the "have nots." In some remote communities people faced actual 
starvation. An investigation revealed that eighty per cent of the 
public-school children in the capital itself came to school after an 
inadequate breakfast of coffee substitute with watered condensed 
milk, and a piece of bread. A worker with the minimum wage 
of two and a half pesos (fifty cents) a day or one with even four 
pesos cannot afford milk for his children at half a peso a liter. 

Early in the Avila Camacho regime the English widow of a 
Mexican engineer found herself with three children to support. 
Bilingual and attractive, the best she could do at the time was 
to get a job as night cashier in the bar of one of the better hotels. 
Her hours of work were six P.M. to six A.M. Her pay was three 
pesos a day sixty American cents the price of two cocktails. 
In two years her pay doubled, but so did the cost of living. "We 
see the fruits of the boom everywhere," she commented stoically, 
"but the people hardly get a nibble." 

As the counter-revolution advanced of its own momentum 
due to the abnormal circumstances, many of the people began to 
blame their hardships on the gringo neighbor. It is true that pri 
vate American agencies had not only tried to buy up the scanty 
Mexican food the government just did stop the sale of the bulk 
o the rice crop but they bought so many blankets and huaraches 
and tablecloths that in many places there were none for the 
Mexicans themselves. On the other hand, American factories, 
which had been converted for war needs, were unable to supply 
Mexico's needs in agricultural tools and machinery. With seventy 
f>cr cent of the wealth of Mexico normally coming from agri 
culture, die pinch caused by the lack of farm equipment was 
fariiicaL 

Ja tfae summer oi 1943^ while unrest among the workers 
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white-collar employees simmered, the capital took on an air of 
almost contemptuous gaiety. Visitors to Mexico were impressed 
with the glittering facade of prosperity, the new smart shops 
catering to luxury trade, the crowded restaurants, where patrons 
sometimes stood as in breadlines waiting to get a table. They 
noted the new residential subdivisions with the hideous houses 
shrieking their gaudy new-richness. Whereas in the time of Car 
denas the emphasis in building had been on relieving the distress 
of the people on practical apartments for working folk or small 
houses with good plumbing now construction was concentrated 
on ostentatious living quarters for the wealthy. In spite erf a 
three-year building boom, rents in Mexico City soared. Much 
undeveloped property quadrupled in value- The American head 
of the largest real-estate company in Mexico City stated privately, 
in August, 1943, that his company was selling a millkni pesos* 
worth of building lots a month in the fashionable Lomas de 
Chapultepec. Most of it was being bought by Jewish refugees, 
he said. "It isn't conceivably worth a third of the price, bet if 
they want to throw their money about, we sell it to them.** To 
help relieve Ac swollen pockets of the new gilded middle class, 
a vast and extravagant race track, El Hipodromo de ks Americas, 
was beilt, partly with American capital, partly with Mexican. 
Plushy new night dubs wilt elaboole decors (some owned by 
shady Americans) opened their doors. Mexico City because a 
rendezvous of international pleasure seekers, whifc labor demon 
strators threatened to kill and eat Ac race horses at 
if the prioe d; meal did m& godcwa. 



is diis giot social revolution weVe been 
casual tourists in the ckks cotn&ieiildL **We dkm\ we 
signs of k m the kind cf inriWiiig new booming. Ctoaiblf wit 
in wages, wboie good caipestore are geiiiiig e^ttf 
cents a day and ipfOTmait road midbars iiff 
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hurler Lombardo Toledano ? The total ruin of the rich by that 
'Great Destroyer of Mexico/ Cardenas, who gave land and liter 
acy to peons and who taught great empires to respect Mexico's 
sovereignty? Where is the Revolution?" 

Thoughtful men of good will looked about with wry smiles 
on their faces and odd feelings inside them. Some laughed, not 
at the efforts of the honest idealists who had sought to uplift 
mankind, but at the irony of it all. The abundant life promised 
to the masses was too obviously absent. What had happened was 
not in the least in the intention and desire of the good president, 
Don Manuel. "The Revolution is not dead," he apologized, when 
questioned. "It is merely dormant temporarily, lying low under 
the stress of war." 

Throughout history in times of crisis, wonders have often been 
likened to the handwriting on the wall at Belshazzar's famous 
feast. In Mexico, on February twentieth, 1943, in the little valley 
of Cuityuzero in Michoacan, a most strange thing occurred. 
While a peasant named Dionisio Pulido was placidly plowing 
his cornfield, the earth beneath him groaned faintly and a wisp 
of smoke burst out of a new furrow. The astounded farmer won 
dered if he had plowed too deep. After a brief pause, he rushed 
to the spot and attempted to beat out the fire with his palm-straw 
hat. But the path of smoke widened, and suddenly, with a roar, 
the earth opened and vomited fire, stones, and ashes into Dionisio's 
freshly plowed acres. The terrified man turned and fled as if he 
had looked into the mouth of hell. Other peasants, hearing the 
noise and seeing the incredible sight of hurtling fire and flames 
rising out of their quiet earth, prayed with all their breath. But 
soon they were snatching up what household goods they could 
and were running for their lives, as hot rocks began to drop on 
tiiek frail-roofed shades. The fiery accumulation in Dionisio's 
cornfield increased. It formed a hillock, then a hill, and at last 
gprew into a mountain. As if drenched with poison gas, vegeta 
tion wiAered, leafed trees turned into lead-colored skeletons. 
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The countryside for miles about looked as if blanketed with black 
snow. The people's pleasant valley had become as awful and as 
desolate as a scene in hell. While Dionisio continued to bewail his 
loss, crying over and over, "Oh, my cornfield. My poor little corn 
field!" scientists from all over the world began their journeys 
to behold one of the most remarkable phenomena to occur in 
this hemisphere since the 1780*5. 

The volcano was named Paricutin, after the nearest village. 
The nearest large town is Uruapan, where the most beautiful 
lacquer ware in the continent is made by a secret process handed 
down from parent to offspring. Wrapped in a murky fog of 
ashes when tie wind blew that way, its streets an inch deep in 
black volcanic dust, its blossoms begrimed, Uraapan soon became 
overcrowded with scientists, photographers, tourists, and mere 
holiday makers, who used the town as the base for exploratory 
trips to the mountainous inferno. 

In the midst of the hubbub, in the face erf the evil magnificence 
of the volcano by day and the breath-taking grandeur by night, 
the scores of homeless folk like Dbfiisb Pulido went on implor 
ing the saints for mercy and praying to the mountain to cease 
its havoc. Quietly 00 the scene arrival Lazaro Cardenas to ob 
serve and speak with the unfortunate. A practical as well as a 
big-hearted man, without waiting for the processes of govern 
mental relief Cardenas hired tracks and sent several of the most 
needy families to a small estate erf his in Mkhoacaa, where be 
gave them the land for their own. In due tmie, governmental 
agencies mack ptmskm for the other snail armors whose houses 
and iu%zr lay irrevocably buried under lava and bbck das*. 

As tbe crater of Paricwtm widened faatastkaly and its stark 
cone towered heavcswards, mz& began to ftad symbolic mean 
ings into nature's outburst. One Mexican siagaziiM: editor wrote* 
"It might be said tliat the foe cf Parietitia acts as a ptiriffieg 
agency in the hearts of men.** A iCTdatikMiary otecrpor wk> 
much disbeartoied by the aspects of 
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nodded his head before the spectacle and said to his companion, 
"Let them heed the warning." Then he quoted aloud a passage 
from the novelist Jose Ruben Romero that ran through his mind: 
"The struggle has been unequal, I know; but one day an earth 
quake will arise from the courage of the humble and in that time 
not one stone will remain upon another." 

While Paricutin continued to make good reading in the press, 
even if its activities no longer were worthy of the front page, 
the scarcity and high prices of necessities of life were played up 
with emphasis in the liberal press. For several months the radical 
papers put on a campaign of pointing out abuses, demanding re 
lief measures for the common man's distress. While never un 
friendly to the president himself, the editorials stung furiously 
at his government. Then, in June, 1943, the editors suddenly soft- 
pedaled their accusations and warnings. Some of the extreme 
leftists said their leaders had sold out to the capitalists. But the 
radical writers were only acceding to an appeal from the presi 
dent to withhold their fire while the government devised some 
workable means of making the ends of income and living costs 
meet. 

In late September, 1943, Avila Camacho took positive measures 
to increase corn and sugar production. He ordered a quarter mil 
lion acres in the tropical coastal region to be planted in corn. 
Com was thereafter to be purchased not by private wholesalers 
but by the government, which also was to arrange distribution, 
Another attempt was made to freeze basic food prices. Wages 
were to be increased from five to fifty per cent for persons who 
made under ten pesos a day. They were to be frozen thereafter. 
Unauthorized strikes were strictly prohibited. Severe penalties 
were decreed far price violators. Employers who disregarded 
wage-increase orders were threatened with jail sentences and gov- 
operation of thek business. 



in normal times the chief administrator of Mexico has 
V0f of tbe |ob& dE any executive in the world. "A 
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river runs better," men had said hopefully of Avila Camacho 
when he was inaugurated in December, 1940. They could no 
more foresee than could he the sudden tributaries and cataracts 
that were to pour into the river of government to affect its 
channel and flow. Yet through all the unwonted factors occa 
sioned by the war, Cardenas's successor had not lost sight of the 
most essential peace-time job in Mexico to raise the living stand- 
ard and the purchasing power of the twelve million underprivi 
leged in his republic 

In October, 1943, a young Russian-born radical close to Lom- 
bardo Toledano said in private conversation, U I believe that Avila 
Camacho would have pursued the social revolutionary course of 
Cardenas if the pressure of world events had not disturbed his 
plans." In December, 1943, at the close of the first half of his 
six-year term, Avila Camacho began to speak again publicly of 
the revolution. "In spite of any external pressure/' he said, **tfac 
underlying principles of the Revolution will be advanced/* 
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"In all your negotiations jear not to give 
strength to that republic; Mexico can never 
be an enemy, it ought to be made a friend, of 
the United States!' 



ABRAHAM LINCOLN 



With the coming of 1944, though the unprecedented prosperity 
inflation did not abate, the liberals noted with joy that the swing 
to the right had touched its high mark in 1943 and was moving 
back to the left. The collective sentiment of the nation had so 
directed the turn. The president now made some significant 
changes among his collaborators in government, putting in places 
of maximum responsibility men chosen solely for their merit and 
ability, not for the expediency of satisfying the reactionaries. 
Jaime Torres Bodet, the progressive,, intellectual under secretary 
of foreign affairs, supplanted Vejar Vasquez as secretary of edu 
cation. It was the latter's appointment to that important office 
which had dismayed the liberals more than any other act in 
Avila Camacho's regime. In no sense could Torres Bodet be 
classified by the rightists as a radical, or by the leftists as a reac 
tionary. He was moderate and balanced, a man of the world, a 
poet and a critic, as well as a diplomat who had ably served his 
country in so important a post as the ambassadorship to BraziL 
His appointment brought an enthusiasm and collaboration of the 
various elements in one of the most vital ministries of govern 
ment. And according to the magazine Aca, "he accomplished 
in two weeks in office what Vejar Vasquez could not do in two 



Auodicr popular leftist appointment was that of the distm- 
lawyer Iguacio Garck Tellez, formerly Cardenas's 
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ister of interior, as the head of social security, in a department 
which in time is expected to prove "one of the most fruitful 
conquests of the Mexican proletariat**' 

An ardent revolutionary, Silvano Barba Gonzalez^ former gov 
ernor of Jalisco who had created a stir by denouncing Axis agents 
within the clergy in February, 1942, was selected to head the 
departamento agrario. Here he supplanted Fernando Foglio 
Miramontes,, of whose work in agrarian affairs a liberal paper 
commented that it had been "so little brilliant that it seemed it 
had not existed*" 

These three governmental moves to the left, which brought 
renewed hope to the populace at large, were accompanied by 
ever-increasing public appearances of ex-President Cardenas by 
the side of President Avik Camacho. By March, 1944 doubting 
TTiomases were beginning to believe what Lombardo ToledaiKi 
had tried to impress upon them during the critical unrest of 
March, 1943; namely, that Avila Camacho is as derofced pcrsoo- 
ally to Cardenas as he is to his aims. **I who have known Presi 
dent Avila Camacho all my life," the labor leader said, **koow 
perfectly well that when the public applauds Lizaro Crdeaa$ 
in the presence of the actual president of the republic it pleases 
Manuel Avila Camacho more than if they were applauding 
himself* 

"This determined turn of the majority to the kft by the be 
ginning of 1944," wrote an editor in February, "was accfmpamed 
by the government's uicmng in the same dkection, so thai it 
can B0w perform its fimctioos with dficacy and confront m 
only tibe iiBiiiediate problems, bat also those petOTTO$ on the 
figure's horizon.** 

Ewatg we pmmmg wdl for dbe genora! weifait, in nu 
merous Eoanife^ations esaAj in 1944. % New Year *s >af the 
Higliwjf in McrioD adoMfed ijpBy rfcs 
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was to go forward on these last difficult stretches, the president 
announced. He also announced that road construction in Yu 
catan and on the vital Guadalajara-Nogales Highway and the 
Mexico City-Tampico Highway would continue in 1944. 

In regard to railroad construction, the president said that the 
building of the Southern Railway would proceed, linking the 
Tehuantepec line of the National Railways with the United Rail 
ways of Yucatan, thus giving Yucatan rail connection with the 
interior of Mexico for the first time in history. At the end of 
March, to keep operations in order and schedules on time, the 
president took an unprecedented, firm stand on labor, and re 
moved the last vestige of union control. According to govern 
mental decree, management now has complete power to employ 
and dismiss workers, to disregard all union regulations which 
"slow up, impede, or impair" operation. Thus, railway manage 
ment in Mexico now has more power than that in the United 
States. Avila Camacho's determined move to forestall any labor 
disruptions of any branch of the railroad service proved again his 
care for the general welfare. 

As to his pet project, irrigation, the president announced in 
January that Mexico would spend f 16,000,000 on its irrigation 
program in 1944. The appropriation placed at the disposal of the 
National Irrigation Commission is being used for works under 
way which will irrigate some 260,000 acres. By the special six- 
year program of the commission created in 1941, it is intended 
to improve irrigation in 653,000 acres and to open up an addi 
tional 1,081,000 acres to cultivation. Optimists estimated that by 
the end of 1944 more than a million persons would directly 
beaefit from Mexico's achievements in irrigation and that na 
tional agricultural production in 1944 would be double that of 
'However roseate such hopes may be, the president himself 
ia February diat ten million acres of com would be od- 
ifo ip4^-ffiH?e than at any other time in Mexico's history. 
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despite the extensive diversification in farming that Mcxko has 
been attempting these past few years, 

In the spring of 1944, thraigh the man in the street blamed the 
United States for the inflationary prices of necessities and luxuries, 
relations between the United States and official Mexico had never 
been more cordial. A precedent had been broken in April of 
1943 when President Roosevelt paid a state visit to President Avik 
Camacho in Monterrey, and had the visit promptly returned in 
Corpus Christi, Texas. In the first neighborly meeting, Don 
Manuel had gently referred to certain "negative nKraories** that 
Mexico still bore in regard to the United States* and both chief 
executives expressed fervent hope that future relations would be 
so happy as to dissolve them completely. The most significant 
outcome erf the meeting was the presidents* agreement to create 
a ^Mexican-American Commission for Economic Ccn^paiatkm. 
The commission met in both capitals between May twtBty-firsi 
and July second. Out of the coiifereiicies came the creation <rf the 
Mexican-American Industrial Commission which held its fo$ 
meeting in Mexico City in the bfce fall of 1943. By dae time df 
this meeting the United States had already spent $771/300 in 
rehabtlitating the Mexican railroads to keep moving the sniffs 
of war and in preparation for the future exchange dF trade. 
By the cad of 1944, if conditions continue, it is estimated that 
Mexico will have a $6oo/>QG J 0aQ trade balance in her favor 
money to spend in the United States as soon as there are articles 
to sell which Mexicans need and want- 

A controversial negative memory was soothed oe October first, 
1913, when tic Standard Oil of New Jersey officially announced 
a final settlement of all its publicized claims. The company was 
to receive a tocal erf $22,332,484. The amount was hardly twdve 
per con: cf tie origiaal daims. The dfieiafa adfiwlf refrained 
from comiBCBt as to whedio- OT oot they were satisfied. But oe 
the same day the Mexkau acJxissador in Washington paid m 
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visit to Harry Sinclair, president of Sinclair Oil, and presented 
him with a check for $1,500,000, Mexico's final installment on 
the $8,500,000 agreed upon in direct negotiations in 1940. Com 
pletely contrary to the attitude of the Standard executives, Mr. 
Sinclair blithely recalled that he had said from the outset that 
his agreement with Mexico was a satisfactory one and that he 
had been confident it would be scrupulously carried out. 

The American public, as well as the press, was glad the oil 
expropriation ruckus was ended. It had long since become a bore, 
and in the face of a world war and astronomical monetary figures, 
its whole significance had become dwarfed. As far as the futur-e 
of any foreign oil operations in Mexico was' concerned, the most 
telling factor in the settlement was the categorical recognition 
that the subsoil wealth of Mexico belonged to the nation. 

If the United States government had given Cardenas in his 
last two years only a portion of the co-operation and material aid 
it has given Avila Camacho, much grief would have been 
avoided. But to appease Standard Oil and political agitation, the 
New Deal administration had felt it necessary to withdraw some 
of its active support from Mexico's New Dealer. What happened 
and, worse, what nearly happened because of the govern 
ment's surface attitude towards Cardenas, should forcibly re 
mind the citizens of the United States of the necessity of making 
the good-neighbor policy work in times of peace as well as in the 
crisis of war. When the urgency of mutual-defense aims sub 
sides and activities assume the wonted ways of peace, then will 
come the real test of the policy. 

In a contest conducted by the liberal magazine Tomorrow 
early in 1944 on the theme "Latin America in the Post-War 
World," approximately ninety-eight per cent of four hundred 
and fifty-nine articles submitted by Latiir American writers ex- 
pftssed awareness that the United States would emerge from this 
^eiar as Ae real leader of Latin America. And all of these writers 
Mfevcd that die Latin American people and governments should 
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co-operate with the United States. But with a great hope ex 
pressed, there were a strong mixture of cynicism and a fear that 
economic depression and chaos might result in the post-war era 
if the United States failed to carry out the precepts of the Atlantic 
Charter and of the good-neighbor policy. 

From the first, President Avila Camacho pledged complete 
accord with the good-neighbor policy. But the United States has 
yet to prove to the satisfaction of all Latin Americans that that 
policy was not created largely as an insurance against the menace 
of war looming on both sides of the eastern hemisphere. "Will 
the good-neighbor policy outlast Franklin D. Roosevelt ? M they 
ask south of the Rio Grande* Of course it must, no matter what 
name the program goes by. All level-headed Republicans as well 
as Democrats agree that the time has passed for imperialistic 
connotations or dubious interpretations of the Monroe Doctrine, 
According to the Mexican diplomat, Dr. Luis Quintilla, ki the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century and the first quarter erf 
the twentieth the Monroe Doctrine had been a motiologiie, 10 
which sixty acts of aggression or intervention in the name of that 
doctrine have been chalked up against the United States. **Pao- 
Americanism" which he used as another name for die policy 
of the good neighbor "is a dialogue; in the future otdy dia 
logues will prove popular and beneficial/* Some kind of coUcdive 
ecowmk order for mutual benefit will haw to be wrought^ and 
new methods of financing and ejtplokatiDQ iosmimoitisd. 

For the post-war period the Mexican goraiiiBait, like most 

of dbe greater T^rin American nations, has its determination set 

on a program of gradual industrialization. It has confessed In aa 

urgent desire for some of the abounding technical resources of 

Ae United State 60 be placed at the disposal of the 



and farmers of MerioD "in order 10 gife ifeeta beter 

f or organisation and deicfeffneiik** Mexico must bate fadooes 

to jmxbce agrierftea! implements. She needs packing 

ioe plants, and h jdrodbctrica! plants. She needs 10 
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cheap clothes for her people. Honest foreign capital which de- 
sirer to participate in this industrialization will be warmly wel 
comed. But it shall know that its managers must respect the 
industrial laws of Mexico. Above all else, Mexico desires to abol 
ish the unilateral exploitation which formerly transported wealth 
out of the country and nourished a continual spirit of discord 
within. In the future, Mexico will rightly expect a higher pro 
portion of the profits to remain within her own borders. She 
looks to industrial development to help improve, collectively and 
individually, the general standard of living to assist in the de- 
pauperization of her impoverished. 

Due considerably to the investment of capital from the United 
States, Mexico's light and heavy industries have forged ahead dur 
ing the Avila Camacho regime despite the difficulty of obtaining 
the proper machinery. The 1940 census reported 12,711 industrial 
establishments already in operation with a capitalization of $520,- 
000,000 and over 330,000 employees. During 1942, sixty brand- 
new industries were established with a total investment of 
$38,000,000, a large portion of which came from the United 
States. 

The very able United States ambassador, George S. Messer- 
smith, has assured the Mexicans that the good neighbor will 
continue to be an effective and honest business man. He has 
given repeated assurances that it is entirely contrary to the inten 
tion of the United States to frustrate Mexico's industrialization 
after the war. He has told the citizens that unquestionably the 
United States will assist her neighbor in the post-war industriali 
zation. 

Bet if by some unlikely mischance in governmental policy the 
United States should be reluctant, Great Britain will be only 
too eager to oblige immediately, as will other European nations 
^dbaa they recover from the ravages of war. Whatever con^ 
Hexito stetild be in a fortunate position for bargaining. 
^ S^&r as tike Unite! States is concerned, the very core of the 
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heartland of her future geopolitics lies in the high central plateau 
of Mexico. Somewhere within Mexico's boundaries might be 
located the center of the land mass known as the Western Hemi 
sphere. And within its latitudes may be found a microcosm of 
the manifold conditions and potentialities of the twenty republics 
to the south. From the United States viewpoint, Mexico is the 
show window or the vestibule or the firs! front erf all Latin 
America, call it what one will. With BO ochcr country is friend 
ship more essential. In amsiructing a zcme of hemispheric security 
for the United States, Mexico is the territory and the nation of 
prime importance. That importance is attested to by the f act that 
the United Stages maintains a larger diplomatic corps in Mexico 
City than in any otter city of the world except lum&m* And the 
State Department was careful to dboose fee its latest aoibassador 
one erf its very top career dipkraats, the seasoned Mf . Messer- 
smith, 

In the summer erf 1943 the sapo-shrewd Stalin adciiowledged 
this strategic geograpUcal and political position by sending as 
his ambassador to Mexico his ace diplomat, the astute and charm 
ing Comrade Oumansky. Stalin did not offer to a small country 
like Mexico the very best diplomat Russia iiad to present to aay 
nation merely as a gracious gesture in gratitude to tfae country 
wtkh had refused for OTO* two decades to rasagaize the Union 
erf Soviet Socialist Republics. AIM! the dictator was certaidif Mt 
unaware that in the Western Hemisphere he had no more ardent 
admirer than Mexico's Lombardo Toledano, die bead of the 
T^*in American Confederation erf Labor, the power of which 
organization is still IB tie tesfced. Some erf LonibQ&ii@ Toledaao's 
enemies have jesting y called him the "interplanetary labor 
leader," But thoogh no one may expect these jesters to parole 
rophets, within Ac |est thope i^y fc a pbdi rf piest 
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Mexico, like all Latin America, is pregnant with future. And, 
like harbingers of approaching events, like vital links between 
the now and the soon-to-come, are the increasing networks of 
inter-American air transportation. In February, 1944, work on the 
huge new Acrofuerto Central in Mexico City was begun on a 
site adjacent to the present air field. (Before the plans were drawn 
i the Mexican designers visited the best airports in the United 
States and consulted with American technicians.) Mexico will 
soon have one of the safest and most modern airfields in the 
world. The area is almost twice as great as that of La Guardia 
Field in New York. The very magnitude of the undertaking, the 
"looking ahead by half a century" in this gateway between the 
United States and South America, are warrant enough that close 
friendship between the next-door neighbors is imperative. 

Just as there is a bond between all men of good will who desire 
something better for human society than Imssez jaire capital in 
the past seems to have done for it, so there is a bond between 
those citizens of Mexico and the United States who promote har 
mony and friendship and mutual gain. Lazaro Cardenas has 
stated with conviction, for all his compatriots to hear, "Mexico's 
success depends upon a firm friendship with the United States." 

It is not always easy, however, for the best intentioned of 
Mexicans and norteamericanos to make friends quickly. Besides 
the difference in tongues, which can be surmounted, there are 
those psychological barriers involving the whole background of 
Spain and the Indian blood-stream on the one side and the 
Anglo-Saxon heritage and modern American rhythms on the 
other. Not many persons in either republic are so blessedly con 
stituted that they can dissolve such barriers at once and pierce 
directly beneath all custom to the essential heart of man. 

The American who goes to Mexico in an attitude of criticism, 
who is quick to express adverse comparisons, does corroding dam 
age to the cordial relations between the two nations'. Mexicans 
resent, too, the crusading spirit of smug persons who are so sure 
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they know what proper civilization should be. Often unseasoned 
business men from the north become slightly insane at the Mexi 
can lack of punctuality. They fume and fulminate and deter 
mine to teach those fellows lessons, to make them understand 
that time is money. But Mexicans have different ideas of time's 
worth and they already have a plenitude of good precepts to 
guide them. Could a man from north of the border conceive a 
better gem of a sermon on punctuality than die one inscribed 
on a church door at San Miguel Allende? "Punctuality is the 
virtue of saints, the courtesy of kings, the duty of gentlemen, 
the need of men of business, and the custom of men of sound 
judgment." 

Lack of rigid punctuality is with Mexicans by no means a sign 
of intentional discourtesy or unfriendliness. On the whole, Mexi 
cans of every class are more than ready to offer friendly response 
to friendly approach. With them, courtesy is a quality descending 
both from their Indian and Iberian heritages. As the distin 
guished American priest, the Reverend Francis Clement Kelly 
said, "The Mexican peon is perhaps the only gentleman in rags 
on earth." From the lowest in estate to the highest, Mexicans are 
peculiarly sensitive to bad or unperceptive manners. They know 
better than do most citizens of the United States the truth of 
that old Spanish maxim, "In honoring others we amply honor 
ourselves." More than imperialistic bullying or greedy exploita 
tion, it is decades of wounded sensibilities that lie back of Mexi 
can resentment to gringos. Since it is as necessary to keep friend 
ships in good repair as it is to keep harbor defenses in condition, 
good manners are no less significant in profitable alliances than 
reinforced concrete. As Stark Young says so happily: "Manners 
are the mask of decency that we employ at need,. the currency of 
fair communication; their flower is a common grace, and their 
fruit not seldom friendship." And manners of the northern 
visitors are often scrutinized and silently chalked up plus or 
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minus in the Mexican's conception of the composite norte- 
americano. 

"One of the principal dangers to guard against/' warned a 
perceptive American at a recent banquet for business men, "is 
the myth that Latin America is inhabited by docile peoples, 
eagerly waiting for Yankee energy, ingenuity, and leadership to 
make it blossom like a rose." Commenting on this timely ad 
monition, Rafael Heliodoro Valle, dynamic managing editor of 
Mexico's famous Excelsior, wrote something to be remembered: 
"Although we recognize the excellent example given us by the 
United States with respect to devotion to work, a sense of respon 
sibility, organization, and imagination at the service of human 
welfare, and tolerance for ideas and beliefs of every kind, we 
must still take into account the fact that life is different here. 
We are convinced that we are young nations which, in spite of 
many vicissitudes, have demonstrated their desire to improve. 
Only those who have studied our historic past can appreciate 
that the evils from which we still suffer are the result of political 
and economic conditions against which we must continue to 
struggle. Only a genuine, sincere understanding of this past will 
render possible the understanding, co-operation, and friendship 
of all American countries. 1 * 

In our future relations there is a lurking danger to harmonious 
co-operation that Mexicans for their part should face squarely. 
The more the United States complies with Mexico's invitation to 
make capital investments, the more suspicious and jealous some 
of her citizens may become of us. With each million from the 
United States that goes into a new Mexican factory or into the 
opening up of a mine, there are those persons who will cry out 
that the 'Yankees are seeking to get an imperialistic stranglehold 
on them, that the good-neighbor policy is an instrument to keep 
tihetii ia a colonial state. On the other hand there are those naive 
among them who frankly expect the United States to 
e their railroads, furnish money and materials to build 
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their roads and drain their swamps, just because norteameri^ 
canos are big-hearted saps. There are too those chronic blamers 
of the United States for all that goes wrong in Mexico. Finally, 
there are a few bitter souls who would relish some anti-United 
States tie-up with Argentina, some who even look to that unlikely 
day when Argentina, backed by certain European powers and 
other Latin American republics, may battle with the United 
States for the leadership of the Western Hemisphere. But these 
belong in the category of those misguided men who would throw 
their country into black confusion and misery to get their side 
or their ideology into power. 

On the Monday after Easter, 1944, occurred such an ill-boding 
attempt. As President Avila Camacho got out of his automobile 
in the courtyard of the Palacio Nacional, a young artillery lieu 
tenant approached, drew a 45-caliber revolver, and fired. The 
bullet went through the president's coat and vest and burned the 
1 shirt over the heart. But, miraculously, Avila Camacho was un 
hurt. He grappled with his assailant, pinning his arms, until 
guards rushed up and disarmed the fellow. Then coolly the 
president asked that the officer, who was quite well known to 
him, a compatriot from his own state of Puebla, be brought up 
to his office that he might learn his grievance. The lieutenant, 
who had been educated for the priesthood, protested against the 
army regulation which forbids men to attend church in uniform, 
and kept repeating, "There is no justice " Through a spokesman, 
Avila Camacho gave out to the press that his would-be assassin 
was "a Nazi sympathizer." Throughout Mexico there were mut 
tered accusations of Falange and sinarquismo, and a recalling 
here and there of the religious fanatic who had assassinated 
Obregon. Whatever the officer's motive, personal or group- 
directed, Avila Camacho begged the nation to make nothing of 
the unhappy incident and in tic wise to let it stir up fresh xtnrest 
or bring division to Mexico. 
The truth may forever remain a mystery, for at the military 
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barracks where he was incarcerated that same night the lieu 
tenant was mortally wounded. According to the commander of 
the Sixth Regiment, he was shot by guards as he attempted to 
escape. On Wednesday the papers announced his death from 
peritonitis. Was' this the end of an isolated deed, people asked, 
or did the lieutenant's crime presage something sinister in flux ? 
In a land as unpredictable as Mexico no one could ever say with 
assurance what might or might not happen. One could only take 
hope from the consensus of opinion that never in Mexican his 
tory had a president struggled harder to govern for all, and none 
had been so loyally supported by so many diverse factions. 

Yet, as affecting the immediate morale of Mexico, there is one 
peculiarly disturbing sign that observers note among many young 
men of the towns. It may be merely a phase rather than a trait 
ingrained, but it is none the less to be deplored. It is a kind of 
indifferent and contemptuous cynicism that seems more un 
healthy because it is so resigned. Ask any young Mexican from 
eighteen to thirty soldier, taxi driver, lawyer, or shop assistant 
about the future of his country. The chances are he will reply 
with a grimace, a shrug, a disillusioned turning down of the 
mouth. Perhaps he will answer with some bitter quip about graft 
or the political machine or the control of the national finances 
by an alien world more powerful than Mexico. Howsoever he 
expresses himself, one senses a frustration that seeks release in 
mockery or irresponsibility or plain apathy. And sometimes, in 
deeply thoughtful young men, that frustration has assumed a pro 
found melancholy, like that of a young infantry captain who 
spoke from his inner heart when he said, "Anyone who loves 
Mexico stays with his heart broken." s 

This captain, who had been educated in the United States, was 
referring indirectly to the betrayal of Mexico and the Revolution 
by the revolutionists themselves. "Mexicans have been victimized 
often enough by aliens, God knows," he went on to say, "but 
they are victims just as often of their own natures. It is the 
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native political conquistadores who turned corrupt and broke 
faith with the people; these fellows undermined the Revolution. 
Our honest leaders like Cardenas and Avila Camacho have had 
to make use of so much rotten timber. What you in the United 
States call 'graft' grows in rank soil here. Though we don't do 
it in such spectacular millions as sometimes you do across the 
border, it is a rooted and prevalent thing with us. It is not only 
winked at, but its success is often envied and even admired. For 
the first half of Cardenas's administration, political graft was 
curtailed and slashed, from that of cabinet ministers to that of 
the smallest provincial politico. Under the influence of Cardenas, 
bureaucratic jobs went, wherever possible, to young men with a 
reputation for ideals. But with so much authority and so much 
money passing through their fingers, young men also succumbed 
in time to the old Latin temptation of lining their pockets while 
in office. Too many fine men who start out with honest purpose 
end up as slick politicians. That's the pity of Mexico. That's 
what breaks the heart of sincere patriots." 

The theme of the most important novel to come out of Mexico 
recently Sunburst, by Mauricio Magdaleno bears out the cap 
tain's lament. It depicts the betrayal of his rural compatriots by 
a risen politico, an Indian like themselves, a man who had suf 
fered hardship with them and whom they trusted as a savior to 
bring them some sustenance from the Revolution. But the glitter 
ing politician exploited his old friends as trickily and callously 
as any hacendado or foreign conquistador from whom they ex 
pected nothing. 

The purging of graft from the ranks of public servants, like 
tax assessors' or policemen, cannot be successfully achieved until 
their salaries are raised to give them a respectable standard of 
living. And salaries cannot be increased unless the income taxes 
and property taxes are considerably raised. No government, not 
the most radical, has dared to decree a high income tax. On busi 
nesses, taxes are kept low to attract the foreign investor. Aixl 
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it is the custom of business firms, great and small, to keep a 
double set of books: one accurate, for the directors; and another 
for the authorized examiners, who, instead of asking to see the 
correct books, graciously demand their mordido, or bite, in pesos, 
from ten to several thousand, according to the ability to pay and 
the resistance to scaring. 

Mordidos are considerations to be worked out within the na 
tional consciousness, just as every other country has its own 
peculiar problems to resolve. Only as abuses in one country aff ect 
international relations and good will should they be the concern 
of another country. And it is no more the business of norteameri- 
canos to preach against the widespread petty dishonesty in Mex 
ico than for the Mexicans' to put on a campaign to clean up the 
appalling juvenile delinquency in the United States. Unhealthy 
moral conditions may be deplored, .but they are not to be re 
formed by strangers. 

When the war is over there will possibly be a contagion of 
disillusion or discontent among young Americans to be com 
bated, as there is in Mexico today. In both cases they are prob 
lems to be faced on the respective fronts'. But in regard to rela 
tions between the two natioas, in the critical aftermath of war 
and in the post-war era, both governments and both peoples 
might profitably recall the Galilean's second great command, 
"Love thy neighbor as thyself." For, mankind being in an unre 
deemed state, Mexico and the United States may each be greatly 
tempted. Mexico could conceivably become a center of intrigue 
from distances as remote in space and ideology as' the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics and Argentina, Leaders without in 
tegrity, or merely misguided, might create havoc in the nation by 
a foolish gesture. If big business in the United States should ever 
agsiin attain its pristine "rugged individualism," bludgeoning "go- 
getters" among its ranks might try to urge the revival of a big- 
stick policy under another name and undo all the good neigh- 
wprk of the Franklin D. Roosevelt regime. As for a most 
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desirable attitude of the post-war government towards Mexico, 
its leaders might happily take a leaf from Abraham Lincoln's 
book. In instructing his envoy to Mexico, more than fourscore 
years ago, the sagacious humanitarian wrote: "In all your negotia 
tions fear not to give strength to that republic; Mexico can never 
be an enemy, it ought to be made a friend, of the United States." 
It has taken a long time for succeeding chief executives to see 
the wisdom of Lincoln's sentiment. But more and more Ameri 
cans of sound business sense are becoming convinced that today 
our interests coincide. Men of honest intelligence and kindly 
heart in both nations quite naturally desire perpetual amity be 
tween the neighbor republics. The modus operandi of maintain 
ing that blessed condition would be easy indeed if the citizens 
north and south of the border could bear in mind a simple defi 
nition of Benito Juarez. "Peace," the great Indian said, with 
classical economy, "is respect for the rights' of others." 
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unexcelled in its special field. 
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done an interesting job in the field of folkways. Bertita Harding 
and Blair Niles have each produced, in different manners, fasci 
nating accounts of the Maximilian and Carlotta interlude, which 
is good for many retellings. In the field of archeological research 
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artist from Oasaca, whose brooding eyes flash fire when he speaks 
of uplift for his brothers. And for having once painted that 
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